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Preface 


Andrew Rippin 


The publication of a volume devoted to the Qur'an in the “companion” genre marks 
the emergence of the text of Muslim scripture within the canon of world literature in 
a manner particularly appropriate to the twenty-first century. This companion is explic¬ 
itly designed to guide the reader who may have little exposure to the Qur'an beyond a 
curiosity evoked by the popular media. It aims to provide such a person with the start¬ 
ing point of a general orientation and take him or her to a well-advanced state of under¬ 
standing regarding the complexities of the text and its associated traditions. However, 
a “companion” volume such as this is also an opportunity for scholars to extend the 
boundaries of what might be deemed to be the “accepted” approaches to the text of 
the Qur'an because such a volume provides, it is to be hoped, the material which will 
inspire future generations of scholars who first encounter the Qur'an in the classroom 
and for whom new avenues of exploration provide the excitement of research and 
discovery. 


Organization 

This companion has been organized in order to facilitate its usefulness for the groups 
of readers who may wish to embark on a deeper understanding of the Qur'an in its his¬ 
torical context and as an object of scholarly study. Part I functions as an introduction 
to the text but its three chapters are oriented in different, yet complementary ways. All 
readers, but especially those who are coming to the Qur'an with little foreknowledge of 
the text and/or the scholarly study of it, will find these chapters the place to start. 
“Introducing” the Qur'an (chapter 1) means orienting the reader to the basic facts, 
themselves coming from a variety of perspectives both internal and external to the text. 
“Discovering” the Qur'an (chapter 2) speaks to the experience of a student and con¬ 
siders how one might integrate the Qur'an within a framework of religious studies. 
“Contextualizing” the Qur'an (chapter 3) orients the reader to a Muslim scholarly per¬ 
spective, putting the emphasis on the historical context in which the facts about the 
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Qur'an are to be understood. Each chapter thus adds a level of complexity to the task 
of approaching the Qur'an, although each chapter recognizes certain common ele¬ 
ments which pose a challenge to the reader, especially the question of the choice of 
“lens” through which one should read the text. 

Part II addresses the text of the Qur'an on both the structural and the historical level, 
two dimensions which have always been seen in scholarly study as fully intertwined. 
Issues of origin and composition lie deeply embedded in all of these concerns because, 
it is argued, the structure of the text - which is what makes the book a challenge to 
read - must be accounted for through the process of history. However, the final aim of 
these attempts at explaining the Qur'an is directed towards a single end, that of coming 
to an understanding of the text. The internal structure of the Qur'an is the focus of 
chapter 4. These observations are complemented by an intricate series of observations 
about the nature of the text and its language, including the patterns of address used in 
the text (chapter 5), language - especially its use of literary figures - in chapter 6, the 
relationship between poetry and language as it affects the Qur'an (chapter 7), and the 
range of the vocabulary of the text that is thought to come from non-Arabic sources 
in chapter 8. All of these factors - structure, language, and vocabulary - combine and 
become manifested in the emergence of a text of the scripture within the context of a 
community of Muslims (chapter 9), creating the text which emerges as sacred through 
the complex passage of history (chapter 10), which is then transmitted through the 
generations of Muslims, the focus of chapter 11. All of this happens in a historical 
context of the early community which is shown to be foundational to the understand¬ 
ing of the text in both the person of Muhammad and his life (chapter 12) as well as 
that of the early leader 'Umar b. al-Khattab (chapter 13). 

Such details provide an understanding of the text on a linguistic and historical level 
but the overall nature of its message is fundamentally ignored in such considerations. 
Part III thus turns to consider some of the major topics which characterize that 
message. Muslims have, in fact, seen the Qur'an as all-encompassing in its treatment 
of human existence and an inventory of themes can really only provide examples of 
ways of analyzing and categorizing the contents of the scripture: there is little substi¬ 
tute for a rigorous study of the text itself if one wishes to gain a clear sense of what it 
is really about as a whole. However, certain aspects do provide key ideas and provide 
the opportunity to illustrate methods of approach. Dominating all of the message 
of the Qur'an is, of course, the figure of Allah, the all-powerful, one God revealed in 
the Qur'an just as He is in the biblical tradition (chapter 14), through a process of rev¬ 
elation brought by prophets (chapter 15), an important one of whom within the 
Muslim context is Moses (chapter 16), although, of course, figures such as Abraham 
and Jesus play a central role in the Qur'an as well. The message those prophets (includ¬ 
ing Muhammad in the Qur'an) bring argues for belief in God (chapter 17) among 
reflective, thinking human beings (chapter 18). However, the prophets also bring a 
message of how life should be lived in both love (chapter 19) and war (chapter 20). 

This text of the Qur'an, as all of the preceding material has made clear, is a complex 
one that Muslims have always known needed interpretation. This might be said to 
be the nature of divine revelation which poses the problem of how the infinity and 
absoluteness of God can be expressed in the limited and ambiguous format of human 
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language. Such a situation calls for a hermeneutics that is elaborated within the frame¬ 
work of Islam (chapter 21) which can also draw its inspiration from a multitude of 
sources always filtered through Islamic eyes and needs (chapter 22). Differing 
approaches to Islam developed in the Muslim world, variations which the Qur an 
facilitated through its conduciveness to interpretation: thus Sufis (chapter 23), 
Ruml, (chapter 24), Twelver Shl'ites (chapter 25) and IsmaTlIs (chapter 26) all sought 
strength and support for their ideas in the text of the Qur'an and developed their own 
principles by which to understand the scripture. 

However, the Qur'an has far more significance within Muslim life than as an object 
functioning as a ground for exegesis. The world of the Qur'an extends much further, 
becoming the basis of scholastic consideration and development of learning within the 
context of exegetical elaboration (chapter 27), theology (chapter 28), and jurispru¬ 
dence (chapter 29). It is a touchstone for every discussion of ethical issues in the 
modern world (chapter 30) just as it was the basis for literary development in the clas¬ 
sical world (chapter 31). Underlying all of that, however, is the status of the Qur'an not 
so much as a rational launching pad for further thought but as a text of devotion as 
displayed in the attention to its orality and manifestation in recitation (chapter 32), 
The application of the Qur'an thus extends through the many aspects of Muslim 
day-to-day life. 


Technical Considerations 

A work such as this depends upon a significant number of scholars interested in making 
their academic work accessible to a broad reading public and a new generation of stu¬ 
dents. As editor of the volume, I would like to express my appreciation to all of the con¬ 
tributors - a truly international gathering of scholars - for their efforts. There is a 
delicate balance in a work such as this between documenting and annotating every 
thought and being mindful of the variety of readers who are the potential audience; 
thus, the number of references and endnotes has been drastically reduced but not 
totally eliminated, for it is in such supporting apparatus that there lies one of the 
sources of research directions for future generations of scholars. As well, it is notable 
that there clearly continues to be a need to justify many points of discussion with ref¬ 
erence to original and secondary sources; it is perhaps indicative of the still-developing 
nature of Qur'anic studies that it is not possible to assume an agreed-upon core of basic 
data and interpretation that would simplify much of the documentation in a volume 
such as this. 

In an attempt to eliminate some of the “clutter” that is often associated with acad¬ 
emic work, the bibliographical references for each chapter have been consolidated into 
one overall bibliography at the end of the volume. The exercise of compiling this bibli¬ 
ography has been, for the editor, and for the publisher’s copy-editor as well, a task made 
all the more complex because of the lack of standard editions of many works of con¬ 
stant reference in the field - an aspect aggravated by the loose control over the reprint¬ 
ing of works by different publishers in many parts of the Arab world who make no 
reference to the source of the original print and who often times use slightly variant 
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page numbering even in direct reprints of a text; thus, for some items in the bibliogra¬ 
phy, several prints will be listed because those are the ones available to individual writers 
and only seldom has it been possible to consolidate different editions. The situation does 
not exist solely with reprints of Arabic texts in the Arab world, although it certainly 
afflicts that area far more extensively; the record of the European publishing project of 
the Encyclopaedia of Islam is equally complex, although the correlations between the 
multiple versions of that work are at least somewhat more straightforward. For ease of 
citation, all references to the Encyclopaedia of Islam New Edition (= second edition) in 
this book have been reduced to EI2 (2004) meaning the CD-ROM version which is a 
direct reproduction of the printed work in English which appeared in twelve volumes 
(plus supplements) between 1954 and 2004 (and which is now also available in a Web 
version). The now emerging third edition appears to be planned under English head 
words, so no correlation with that edition will likely be possible. 

References to the Qur'an are cited generally in the format “Q sura number: ay a 
number,” numbered according to what is commonly called the Cairo text. Dates are 
generally cited in the format “Hijrl/Gregorian” unless otherwise indicated. 
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CHAPTER 1 


Introducing 

Tamara Sonn 


The Qur'an (“Koran” in archaic spelling) is the sacred scripture of Islam. The term 
qufdn means “recitation” or “reading,” reflecting the Muslim belief that it is the word 
of God, not of the prophet who delivered it. Although the Qur'an was revealed (or “sent 
down,” munzal, as the Arabic term has it) in the iirst/seventh century, Muslims believe 
that it is nonetheless timeless, the word of God, revealed word for word in the Arabic 
language through God’s final messenger, Muhammad (d. 11/632). Sunni Muslims 
(approximately 85 percent of the world’s Muslim population) believe the Qur'an is 
therefore uncreated; like God, whose speech it is, it has always existed. The Qur'an says 
that its words reflect a divine archetype of revelation, which it calls “the preserved 
tablet” (al-lawh al-mahfuz, Q 85:22), This allows for interpretation of the term qufdn as 
“reading,” even though Muhammad is described by the Qur'an as unlettered or illiter¬ 
ate (Q 7:157; 62:2). Rather than “reading” a message, Muhammad is described as 
delivering a message that God had imprinted upon his heart (e.g., Q 26:195). At one 
point the Qur'an refers to Gabriel (Jibril) as the one “who has brought it [revelation] 
down upon your heart” (Q 2:97). As a result, traditional interpreters claim that Gabriel 
was the medium through whom Muhammad received God’s revelation. 

The Qur'an uses the term qurdn seventy times, sometimes generically referring to 
“recitation” but usually referring to revelation. The Qur'an also refers to itself, as it does 
to the Torah and the Gospels, as simply “the book” (al-kitdb), a term used hundreds of 
times to refer to recorded revelation. Muslims therefore frequently refer to the Qur'an 
as “The Book.” Muslims also commonly use terms such as “noble” (al-Quran al-karlm), 
“glorious” {al-Qufdn al-majid), and other terms of respect for the Qur'an. They com¬ 
memorate annually the beginning of its revelation on the “night of power” (or 
“destiny,” laylat al-qadr), during the last ten days of Ramadan, the month of fasting. So 
important is the revelation of the Qur'an that the Qur'an describes laylat al-qadr as 
“better than a thousand months” (Q 97:4). 

Muslims’ respect for the Qur'an is demonstrated by the fact that only those who are 
in a state of spiritual purity are allowed to touch it. It is the miracle of Islam; 
Muhammad brought no other. The Qur'an tells us that when people asked Muhammad 
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to demonstrate the authenticity of his prophecy by performing miracles, as other 
prophets had done, he offered them the Qur'an, The beauty of its language is believed 
to be beyond compare, and impossible to imitate. (This belief is conveyed in the doctrine 
of the inimitability of the Qur'an, ijaz.) Whereas Jesus’ life was miraculous and forms 
the basis of Christianity, the Qur'an itself is the basis of Islamic life. It forms the core 
of Islamic ritual and practice, learning, and law. 

Structure of the Text 

The Qur'an consists of 114 chapters, called sums (plural: suwar). The verses of the 
chapters are called dydt (singular: dya). The chapters range in length from 7 to 287 
verses. The first sura is very short, but the remaining suras are arranged roughly in 
descending order of length, that is, from longest to shortest, rather than in chrono¬ 
logical order. 

The chronological order in which the chapters were delivered is determined based 
on both internal evidence and traditional literature concerning the circumstances of 
revelation {asbdb al-nuzul). Although not all scholars agree on the precise dating of all 
the verses of the Qur'an, there is general agreement that approximately ninety of the 
chapters were delivered during the earlier period of revelation, while Muhammad and 
his community lived in Mecca. The remaining chapters were delivered after the emi¬ 
gration (hijra) to Medina (1/622). Accordingly, scholars often refer to chapters as being 
Meccan or Medinan. The former tend to be shorter (and therefore placed at the end of 
the Qur'an), poetic in form, passionate in tone, and characterized by general references 
to monotheism: the glory, power, mercy and justice of God (Allah, from the Arabic al- 
ildh: the [one] god); and the need for submission (isldm) to the will of God in order to 
achieve the great rewards promised in the afterlife and avoid divine retribution. The 
Medinan suras tend to be longer (and therefore found at the beginning of the Qur'an), 
more prosaic in form, and deal with more practical issues such as marriage and 
inheritance. 

Each chapter of the Qur'an has a name, such as “Opening” (Q 1), “Women” (Q 4), 
and “Repentance” (Q 9). These names were ascribed after the Qur'an was canonized 
(established in its authoritative form) and typically derive from major references in the 
chapters. All but one chapter (Q 9) begins with the phrase “In the name of God, 
the Merciful, the Compassionate.” Twenty-nine chapters of the Qur'an are also pre¬ 
ceded by a letter or brief series of Arabic letters, whose meaning is unclear. Some schol¬ 
ars believe they refer to elements within the chapter itself, some believe they refer to 
early organizational components of the chapters, while others believe they have mys¬ 
tical or spiritual meanings. Whatever their significance, these letters are considered to 
be part of revelation itself. 

Voice and Audience 

The Qur'an often speaks in the first person (“I” or “We,” used interchangeably), indi¬ 
cating that it is the voice of God. For example, as in the verse about the first night of 



INTRODUCING 5 


revelation (laylat al-qadr) cited above, the Qur'an says, “Surely We sent it [revelation] 
down on the night of power” (Q 97:2). In this voice, the Qur'an frequently addresses 
itself to Muhammad, instructing him to “say” or “tell” people certain things, sometimes 
in response to specific issues. For example, when people were doubting Muhammad’s 
role as prophet, the Qur'an instructs him: “Say, ‘Q people, indeed I am a clear warner 
to you. Those who believe and do good works, for them is forgiveness and generous 
blessing” (Q 55:49-50). The Qur'an also offers advice to Muhammad. When people 
accused him of being a mere poet or even a fortune-teller, the Qur'an says, “Do they 
say that you have forged [the Qur'an].? Say, ‘If I have forged it, my crimes are my own; 
but I am Innocent of what you do’ ” (Q 11:36). The Qur'an also offers encouragement 
to Muhammad when his efforts seem futile: “Have we not opened your heart and 
relieved you of the burden that was brealdng your back.?” (Q 94:1-2). At other times, 
the Qur'an speaks directly to the people about Muhammad. Concerning the issue of the 
authenticity of his message, the Qur'an addresses the community, saying, “The heart 
[of the prophet] was not deceived. Will you then dispute with him about what he saw.?” 
(Q 53:12-13). The Qur'an is the word of God throughout, hut many of the longer 
verses appear in the voice of Muhammad, addressing the community with the word of 
God and referring to God in the third person. For instance, we are told, “There is no 
compulsion in religion. Right has been distinguished from wrong. Whoever rejects idols 
and believes in God has surely grasped the strongest, unbreakable bond. And God hears 
and knows” (Q 2:257). 

The audience addressed by the Qur'an is assumed to be the community of seventh- 
century Arabia, where Muhammad lived, although its message is meant for all times 
and places. Interestingly, and uniquely among monotheistic scriptures, the Qur'an 
assumes both males and females among its audience, and frequently addresses the con¬ 
cerns of both. For example, it tells us that God is prepared to forgive and richly reward 
all good people, both male and female: 

Men who submit [to God] and women who submit [to God], 

Men who believe and women who believe. 

Men who obey and women who obey. 

Men who are honest and women who are honest. 

Men who are steadfast and women who are steadfast. 

Men who are humble and women who are humble. 

Men who give charity and women who give charity. 

Men who fast and women who fast. 

Men who are modest and women who are modest. 

Men and women who remember God often. (Q 33:36) 


History of the Text 

Unlike earlier scriptures, the history of the Qur'an is well known. The Qur'an was deli¬ 
vered by Muhammad to his community in Arabia in various contexts over a period 
of twenty-two years, 610 to 632 ce. According to tradition, Muhammad’s followers 
sometimes recorded his pronouncements, while others of his followers memorized and 
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transmitted them orally during his lifetime. After the death of Muhammad (11/632), 
and with the deaths of some of those who memorized the Qur'an (huffaz), the prophet’s 
companions decided to establish a written version of the Qur'an so that it could be pre¬ 
served accurately for posterity. This process was begun by a close companion of 
Muhammad, Zayd b. Thabit (d. 35/655), who collected written records of Qur'anic 
verses soon after the death of Muhammad. The third successor (cahph) to the prophet, 
‘Uthman b. ‘Affan (d. 36/656), is credited with commissioning Zayd and other 
respected scholars to establish the authoritative written version of the Qur'an based 
upon the written and oral records. Thus, within twenty years of Muhammad’s death, 
the Qur'an was committed to written form. That text became the model from which 
copies were made and promulgated throughout the urban centers of the Muslim world, 
and other versions are believed to have been destroyed. Because of the existence of 
various dialects and the lack of vowel markers in early Arabic, slight variations in the 
reading of the authoritative versions were possible. In order to avoid confusion, markers 
indicating specific vowel sounds were introduced into the language by the end of the 
third/ninth century, but seven slightly variant readings remain acceptable. 

The Qur'an was copied and transmitted by hand until the modern era. The first 
printed version was produced in Rome in 1530 ce; a second printed version was pro¬ 
duced in Hamburg in 1694. The first critical edition produced in Europe was done by 
Gustav Fliigel in 1834. 

The numbering of the verses varies slightly between the standard 1925 ce Egyptian 
edition and the 1834 edition established by Eliigel, which is used by many Western 
scholars. (Editions from Pakistan and India often follow the Egyptian standard edition 
with the exception that they count the opening phrase, “In the name of God, the 
Merciful, the Compassionate,” of each chapter as the first verse. This is the number¬ 
ing followed in the citations given in this text.) The variations in verse numbering 
comprise only a few verses and reflect differing interpretations of where certain 
verses end. 

The Qur'an is considered to be authentic only in Arabic. Even non-Arabic speaking 
Muslims pray in Arabic, the language serving as a great symbol of unity throughout 
the Muslim world. Nevertheless, numerous translations of the Qur'an have been pro¬ 
duced. The first Latin translation was done in the twelfth century ce, commissioned by 
Peter the Venerable, abbot of the monastery of Cluny in France. It was published in 
Switzerland in the sixteenth century. The Qur'an is now readily available in virtually 
all written languages. 


Relationship of the Qur’an to Other Scriptures 

The Qur'an contains numerous references to the earlier monotheistic scriptures, which 
it identifies as the Torah and the Gospels, and assumes people are familiar with those 
texts. As a result, it does not recount their historic narratives. Instead, the Qur'an uses 
characters and events familiar to Jews and Christians to malce specific moral or theo¬ 
logical points. References to Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, Moses, and Jesus, 
for example, therefore appear frequently but not in chronological order. 
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The Qur'an refers to the monotheistic tradition as simply “the religion” {al-cUn), 
meaning the monotheistic religion that began with the initiation of the covenant 
between God and humanity at the time of Abraham (Ibrahim), It informs its audience 
that Muhammad’s revelation is part of the same tradition: “He has laid down for you 
as religion what He charged Noah with, and what We have revealed to you, and what 
We charged Abraham with, Moses and Jesus: ‘Practice the religion, and do not sepa¬ 
rate over it’ ” (Q 42:14). 

The Qur'an calls upon believers to recognize the religion of Abraham, clearly posi¬ 
tioning itself as revelation in the same tradition: 

And they say, “Be Jews or Christians and you shall be guided.” Say: “No, rather the creed 
of Abraham, a true believer; he was no idolater.” Say: “We believe in God, and in what has 
been revealed to us and revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac and Jacob, and the tribes, and 
what was given to Moses and Jesus and the prophets from their Lord; we make no division 
between any of them, and to Him we surrender.” (Q 2:136-7; cf: 26:193-8) 

Although this monotheistic religion was accurately revealed before the time of 
Muhammad, the Qur'an says that the communities that received those scriptures had 
become confused about it (Q 42:13). Whether through ignorance or by deliberately dis¬ 
torting the message, many Jews and Christians had fallen into disagreement, each 
claiming to have the truth. The Qur'an advises that if they understood their scriptures 
properly, there would be no dispute and, what is more, they would recognize that the 
Qur'an truly confirms what had been revealed before. “This is a blessed scripture We 
have revealed, confirming that which was before it” (Q 6:93). 

The Qur'an thus presents itself as confirmation and clarification of the true religion 
of monotheism, the religion of Abraham, which Jews call Judaism and Christians call 
Christianity but which is really a single tradition. “This Qur'an narrates to the children 
of Israel most of what they disagree about. It is a guide and a merciful gift for be¬ 
lievers” (Q 27:77-8). Muhammad is presented as an integral part of the succession 
of prophets sent by God to reveal the divine will, just as Jesus and Moses were sent 
before him: 

And when Moses said to his people, “0 my people, why do you hurt me, though you know 
I am the messenger of God to you?” ... And when Jesus, son of Mary, said, “Children of 
Israel, I am indeed the messenger of God to you, confirming the Torah that is before me, 
and giving good tidings of a messenger who shall come after me, whose name shall be 
Ahmad;” then when he brought them clear signs, they said, “This is sheer sorcery.” 

(Q 61:6-7) 

“Ahmad” in this passage refers to Muhammad. Muslims believe that the specific pre¬ 
diction of the coming of Muhammad was deleted from Christian scriptures or, at least, 
that the general prediction of someone coming after Jesus (for example, John 16:6-33) 
has been misinterpreted. The Qur'an malces a number of similar clarifications of the 
previous messages. For example, when Abraham demonstrated his submission (islam) 
to the will of God by agreeing to sacrifice his son, the son in question is identified as 
Ishmael (Isma'il), not Isaac (Ishaq), as Jews and Christians believe. As well, Abraham’s 
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act is described as personal; its reward was not bequeathed to successive generations. 
The patriarch serves as a model for others to follow, but each individual must earn her 
own reward from God by likewise submitting to the divine will: 


Those to whom We gave the book and who follow it accurately, they believe in it; and 
whoever disbelieves in it, they are the losers. Children of Israel, remember My blessing with 
which I blessed you, and that I have preferred you above all others; and fear a day when 
no soul shall substitute for another, and no ransom will be accepted from it, nor any inter¬ 
cession will help it, and they will not be assisted. And when his Lord tested Abraham with 
certain words, and he fulflUed them. He said, “I make you a leader for the people.” He said, 
‘And what of my progeny.?” He said, “My covenant does not extend to oppressors.” 

(Q 2:122-5) 

Similarly, the Qur'an corrects those who believe that Jesus is the son of God. The Qur an 
says that Jesus was a great prophet; in fact, he is called “Messiah” (Q 3:46) and the 
Qur'an recounts miracles he performed that do not appear in Christian scriptures. But 
the Qur'an calls Jesus the “son of Mary,” not the son of God (Q 2:88; 2:254; 3:46, etc.). 
He was a messenger (Q 4:172). God is the creator of all that exists, the Qur'an says, not 
the progenitor of children. Nor is Jesus above being a servant of God (Q 4:172-3). Fur¬ 
thermore, the Qur'an says that Jesus was not crucified. The Qur'an says that it only 
appeared as if he had been killed, but really God “took him up to himself” (Q 4:158). 

The Qur'an also refers to prophets unknown to Jews and Christians. For example, 
there is a chapter named for an Arab messenger. Hud (Q 11), who warned his com¬ 
munity to follow God, but they rejected him. The same community then rejected 
another messenger, Salih, and they were punished with tragedy. Similarly, the Qur'an 
relates the story of the Midianites, who were done away with when they rejected their 
messenger Shu'ayb. The point of these stories, like that of the people of Lot, is that 
people reject the message of God at their own risk. 

The Qur'an then confirms that it is the final clarification of the message. Those who 
accept the message brought by Muhammad are called “the best community brought 
forth to people, enjoining good and forbidding evil, and believing in God” (Q 3:111). 
The “People of the Book” - those who have received the earlier scriptures - will suffer 
if they reject true prophets. “Some of them are believers,” the Qur'an claims, “but most 
of them are sinful” (Q 3:112-13). The Qur'an is the perfect expression of the divine 
will; no other is necessary. As the Qur'an puts it in a verse delivered toward the end of 
Muhammad’s life, “Today I have perfected your religion for you, and I have completed 
my blessing upon you and approved submission (al-isldm) as your religion. Whoever is 
forced by hunger to sin .. . God is forgiving, merciful” (Q 5:4). Therefore, the succes¬ 
sion of prophets ends with Muhammad. The Qur'an calls him the “seal of the prophets” 
(Q 33:41). The fact that the communities of earlier prophets have separated over their 
interpretations is accepted as the will of God: “If your Lord had so willed. He would 
have made mankind one community, but they continue to remain divided” (Q 11:119; 
cf. Q 2:213: 10:19). Now, rather than disputing over doctrine, all who claim to believe 
should simply “compete with one another in good works.” Muslims believe this message 
is intended for all people and is sufficient for aU time. 
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Themes of the Qur’an 

As noted above, the Qur'an is the basis of all Islamic life. It provides guidance 
concerning worship and ritual, as well as personal piety, and family and community 
relations. In fact, the Qur'an frequently refers to itself, as well as the Torah and the 
Gospels, as “guidance for humanity” (Q 2:186, for example). That guidance turns on 
a set of interrelated themes. Chief among them are the oneness of God {tawMd) and 
divine mercy (rahma). 

The Arabic term for monotheism is tawhid. Derived from the Arabic term for “one,” 
tawhid does not appear as such in the Qur'an (although other forms of the term do). 
But it conveys the rich complexity of the Qur'an’s insistence on the oneness of God. 
Tawhid means not only that there is only one God, the god (al-ildh), Allah, but that God 
is without partners and without parts. None of the deities worshiped by the Meccans 
is actually divine, the Qur'an asserts (see Q 53:20), nor is God part of a trinity, as the 
Christians believe (see Q 4:172; 5:74), But the oneness of God carries further implica¬ 
tions in the Qur'an, particularly in view of modern Islamic thinkers. There is only one 
God, and there is only one creator of all human beings. The one God is also the sole 
provider, protector, guide, and judge of all human beings. All human beings are equal 
in their utter dependence upon God, and their well-being depends upon their aclmow- 
ledging that fact and living accordingly. This is both the will and the law of God. Modern 
Islamic commentators such as the Egyptian Muhammad ‘Abduh (d. 1905), Muslim 
Brotherhood ideologue Sayyid Qutb (d. 1966), and Iranian leader Ayatollah Khomeini 
(d. 1989) stress, therefore, that tawhid implies that society must be ordered in accor¬ 
dance with the will of God. A tawhid-hased society is one in which people devote them¬ 
selves to serving God by safeguarding the dignity and equality in which all were created. 
Submission (isldm) to that will is the route to our happiness both in this life and the 
hereafter. 

Thus, tawhid not only describes God but also commands that humans create a 
society reflecting the divine will. Demonstrating God’s mercy, the Qur'an provides the 
guidance necessary to do that. Although the Qur'an frequently warns of perdition for 
those who violate the will of God and vividly describes the scourges of hell, its 
overriding emphasis is on divine mercy. “The Merciful” (al-rahmdn) is one of the most 
frequently used names of God, equivalent to Allah {al-ildh). As noted above, all but 
one chapter of the Qur'an begin by invoking the name of God, “the Merciful, the 
Compassionate.” Divine mercy is often paired with forgiveness. “God is forgiving and 
merciful” is a common refrain. At times, especially in the early Meccan chapters, the 
Qur'an sternly warns people that they ignore its message at their own risk: “Woe to 
the slanderer and backbiter, who collects wealth and counts it continually. He thinks 
his wealth will bring him eternal life, but no, he will certainly be thrown into hell” (Q 
104:2-5). “Have you seen the one who makes a mockery of faith.? He is the one who 
neglects the orphan, and does not encourage feeding the poor. Woe to those who pray 
but do so only to impress others. They like to be seen [praying] but [then] do not give 
charity” (Q 107:2-8). The Qur'an balances these warnings with expressions of 
understanding of the weaknesses of human nature: “Indeed, the human being is born 
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impatient. When evil touches him he is anxiety-ridden, and when good things happen 
to him, grudging” (Q 70:20-22). In this context it offers advice and encouragement: 

As for the human heing, when God tests him and honors him and blesses, he says, “My 
Lord has favored me.” But when God tests him and restricts his livelihood, he says, 
“My Lord has forsaken me.” No: you do not honor orphans or work for the well-being of 
the poor, you take over [others’] inheritance and are overly attached to wealth. (Q 
89:16-21) 

[Wjhen you are aboard ships and they sail with a fair breeze and they are happy about it, 
then a violent wind overtakes them and the waves come from every side and they think 
they are drowning, then call upon God, practicing religion properly [and saying] if you 
spare us from this we will be indeed grateful. But when He has rescued them, indeed they 
begin oppression on earth. O people, your oppression will only hurt yourselves! 

(Q 10:23-4) 

At the same time, the Qur'an promises mercy and forgiveness. “My mercy encompasses 
everything” (Q 7:157). 

On the day when every soul is confronted with what it has done, good and evil, they will 
desire a great distance from [evil]. God asks you to beware: God is full of pity for servants. 
Say: “If you love God, foUow me.” God wUl love you and forgive you your sins. God is 
forgiving, merciful. (Q 3:29-31) 

Thus the Qur'an describes God’s judgment and mercy as two aspects of the same 
phenomenon, both within the context of the divine command to submit to the divine 
will by establishing a just society. It also sets an example for people to emulate and pro¬ 
vides specific guidelines for that society. Fair-dealing, honesty, and justice are central: 
“0 Believers, be steadfast [for] God, giving testimony in justice, and do not let a people’s 
hatred cause you to act without justice. Be just, that is nearer to righteousness” (Q 5:9). 
“Believers, establish justice, being witnesses for God, even if it [works] against your¬ 
selves or against your parents or relatives: regardless of whether [those involved are] 
rich or poor, God has priority for you” (Q 4:136). 

The Qur'an places particular emphasis on justice and compassion for the most 
vulnerable members of society. It mentions orphans often, calling for their care and 
protection. Their well-being is routinely mentioned as the measure of the piety of both 
individuals and society. For example, the Qur'an instructs Muhammad to tell people 
when they ask about orphans: “Promotion of their welfare is great goodness” (Q 2:21). 

True piety is this: to believe in God and the last day, the angels, the book, and the prophets, 
to give of one’s substance, however cherished, to relatives and orphans, the needy, the 
traveler, beggars, and to ransom the slave, to perform the prayer, to pay alms. And those 
who fulfill their promises, and endure with fortitude misfortune, hardship and peril, these 
are the ones who are true in their faith; these are the truly God-fearing. (Q 2:178) 

The Qur'an also acknowledges the institution of slavery but says that moral superior¬ 
ity lies in freeing slaves, as well as feeding the hungry and orphans (Q 90:5-17). Freeing 
slaves and feeding the hungry is enjoined as a way of maldng up for sins (Q 5:90). 



INTRODUCING 11 


Among the Qur'an’s most detailed legislation is that designed to improve the status 
of women. The Qur'an is the only major religious text to acknowledge misogyny and 
enjoin correctives. For example, the Qur'an criticizes those who are disappointed by the 
birth of girls (Q 16:59-60; 43:18). It forbids female infanticide, a common practice at 
the time of Muhammad. Wives are not to be bought from their families, as they were 
in many cultures in the Middle East at the time; instead, the Qur'an stipulates that the 
bridal gift (dower) be given to the bride herself in an amount to be agreed upon between 
the bride and groom (Q 4:25). The dower is referred to in the Qur'an as the woman’s 
wages, indicating that women’s work is valuable and should be compensated. 
Nevertheless, the marriage relationship is not simply a contract for services. The 
Qur'an describes it as mutually beneficial. Spouses are described in the Qur'an as pro¬ 
tective “garments” for one another (Q 2:188; 9:71). Their relationship is to be one of 
“love and mercy” (Q 30:22). Men are encouraged to be patient with their wives 
(Q 4:20). Divorce is allowed, but only after two trial separations, during which arbiters 
are chosen from both families to try to arrange reconciliation (Q 4:36; cf. 4:129). Then 
the couple may part, but without rancor, and the husband is required to provide 
support for the divorced wife, “according to justice, an obligation on those who are 
righteous” (Q 2:242), A woman may also obtain a divorce if she and her husband agree 
on a financial consideration (Q 2:230). Qverall, the Qur'an treats women and men as 
moral equals. It specifies that believing men and women “are protectors of one another. 
They enjoin good and forbid evil, and observe prayer, give charity, and obey God and 
his messenger” (Q 9:71). The social structure envisioned by the Qur'an is unquestion¬ 
ably patriarchal. Women are granted rights “similar to those appropriately over them, 
but men are one degree higher” (Q 2:229), Similarly, men are considered to be “respon¬ 
sible for women because God has favored some over others and because they spend of 
their wealth” (Q 4:35). As a result, women must obey their husbands, and men have 
the right to discipline their wives or even divorce them for disobedience (Q 4:35), 
Nevertheless, the Qur'an clearly insists that women, particularly in view of their finan¬ 
cial dependency on males, be treated justly. 

The Qur'an stresses that people can be judged only by God and that God will judge 
based upon their efforts to comply with the divine command to “establish justice.” 
Those who “believe and do good works,” the Qur'an states repeatedly, will have nothing 
to fear in the afterlife; they will be richly rewarded. “Believers, bow down and prostrate 
yourselves in prayer and worship your Lord and do good deeds, and you will prosper. 
And struggle for God as you should struggle” (Q 22:78-9). This struggle “on the path 
of God” (/I sabil Allah), as the Qur'an often puts it, is the root meaning of the term jihM. 
Thus, the Qur'an presents a challenge to humanity. Using Muhammad as the model 
and remembering the forgiveness and mercy of God, people must strive to create a just 
society. As in the case of past examples, communities as a whole will be judged in 
history; God does not allow oppressive societies to flourish indefinitely. But individuals 
will be judged in the afterlife, based upon whether or not they attempted to contribute 
to this effort: 


To God belongs whatever is in the heavens and earth. He forgives whom He wiU and puni¬ 
shes whom He will. God is forgiving, merciful. Believers, do not consume usury, doubling 
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and redoubling [the amount]. Do your duty to God and you will be successful. Protect your¬ 
selves from the fire prepared for disbelievers. And obey God and the messenger, and you 
will find mercy. And compete with one another for forgiveness from your Lord, and for 
paradise as great as the heavens and earth, prepared for the righteous. Those who spend 
in [times of] prosperity and adversity, and those who control their anger and who pardon 
others: God loves those who do good; and those who, when they commit an offense or 
wrong themselves, remember God and beg forgiveness for their sins - and who can forgive 
sins except God - and who do not repeat knowingly what they have done; these are the 
ones whose reward from their Lord is forgiveness and gardens with rivers flowing beneath, 
where they will abide, a great reward for those who work. Indeed there have been ages 
before you, so travel the earth and see what was the end of those who deny [messengers]. 
This is a clear sign for people and guidance and a warning to the righteous. Do not give 
up or grieve, and you will certainly prosper if you are believers. . . . And God will make 
clear those who believe and blot out the disbelievers. Do you think that you will enter 
heaven without God recognizing those of you who struggle and those who are steadfast? 
(Q 3:130-43) 


Role of the Qur’an in Islamic Life: Ritual and Art 

The Qur'an is the foundation of all Islamic ritual. It is the source of all prayer and the 
basis of communal worship. Muslims are required to pray five times daily, at sunrise, 
midday, mid-afternoon, sunset and evening. At each of these times, verses of the 
Qur'an are recited in a specified order and number of repetitions (ranging from twice 
at morning prayer to four times at evening prayer). Extra prayers may be added indi¬ 
vidually but, again, they are based on the Qur'an. The weekly congregational prayer 
(at midday on Fridays) follows the same pattern, although it includes a sermon (khutba), 
often based upon a Qur'anic theme. As well, devout Muslims read the entire Qur'an 
during the holy month of fasting, Ramadan. The book is divided into thirty sections for 
this purpose. 

Qur'an recitation {tajwid) and Qur'anic calligraphy are the most respected art forms 
in Islam. Both follow traditional standards developed over the centuries and trans¬ 
mitted from master to student. Tajwid follows set patterns of pronunciation and 
intonation, characterizing it as chanting rather than singing. Its basic use is to call wor¬ 
shipers to prayer at the appointed times, but “spiritual concerts” [sama) by respected 
chanters (qdri'; plural: qdriun) are also common. Such concerts are particularly 
popular among Muslim mystics (Sufis) and those drawn toward spirituality. In addition 
to its spiritual purposes, the tradition of oral recitation of the Qur'an has also allowed 
scholars to be certain of the correct pronunciation of Qur'anic Arabic. 

Muslims display enormous reverence for the Qur'an. It is stUI common for young 
boys to memorize the entire Qur'an. Such an accomplishment is often marked by great 
celebration, as a kind of rite of passage from childhood to adulthood. Popular Qur'an 
chanters can attract great followings and are often invited to open important events in 
Muslim communities. Many people maintain belief in the miraculous protective power 
of the words of the Qur'an itself. It is very common for Muslims to wear verses of the 
Qur'an around their necks, and hang beautifully reproduced verses on walls, or have 
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them stitched into fabric, or carved into wood or stone as decorative or architectural 
elements of their homes or public buildings. Each year during the pilgrimage season, 
for example, a special cloth embroidered in gold with Qur'anic verses is created to drape 
the Ka'ba (the sanctuary in Mecca which is the object of the annual Islamic pilgrim¬ 
age, the haj}}. Some people believe there are statistical miracles in the Qur’an, for 
example, that there are exact equivalences in the mention of opposite terms such as 
“heaven” and “hell” or “angels” and “devils,” or that the proportion of the number of 
times the terms “land” and “sea” are used equals the proportion of the earth that is 
covered by each element respectively. 


The Qur’an in Law 

Perhaps the most fundamental use of the Qur’an in Islamic society is as the basis of 
Islamic law. As indicated above, the Qur’an does provide some specific legislation, but 
it is not essentially a book of legislation. It uses the term “law” or “legislate” only four 
times. The Qur’an describes the basic elements of Islamic life, including the essential 
duties of all believers (the “five pillars” of Islam: bearing witness that there is no God 
but God, prayer, charity, fasting, and pilgrimage). It also prohibits various actions that 
undermine both personal and social well-being, such as murder, theft, dishonesty, 
slander, adultery, drunlcenness, and gambling. All such specific rulings carry the force 
of law in Islam. But much of the Qur’an consists of moral guidance and ideals - such 
as justice, honesty, charity, mercy, and compassion - rather than specific rulings. Fur¬ 
thermore, the prophet and the community he established are presented as perfect exam¬ 
ples of Islamic life (Q 33:22; 60:4-6). However, during the lengthy historical period of 
Qur’anic revelation, from about 610 ce until Muhammad’s death in 11/632, the 
prophet’s community progressed from being a small, marginalized group in Mecca to 
being the dominant power in the region. As specific historical circumstances changed, 
so did the Qur’an’s judgment on specific topics. 

Islamic legislators are therefore presented with a number of challenges. First, they 
must distinguish between those elements of the Qur’an that describe specific, change¬ 
able historic circumstances, and those that contain eternal principles, applicable in all 
times and places. As scholars often put it, they must distinguish between description 
and prescription in the Qur’an. For example, as noted above, the Qur’an treats women 
and men as moral equals: they share the same religious duties and are equally respon¬ 
sible before God for their efforts in creating a just society. Yet the Qur’an also claims 
that men “are a degree higher” in social responsibility, that men are responsible for 
women, that they may marry up to four women if the women are in need and the men 
can treat them equally, and that wives must be obedient toward husbands. Those who 
seek to replicate the Qur’an’s example in different times and places must then deter¬ 
mine whether or not the Qur’an’s patriarchy is an ideal (prescription) or simply a reflec¬ 
tion of the reality at the time of revelation (description), whose injustices the Qur’an 
sought to offset by prohibiting misogynistic practices. Would the insistence on women’s 
subservience to men conflict with the Qur’an’s overall egalitarianism if economic con¬ 
ditions no longer dictated that women were financially dependent upon men.? 
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Islamic legislators must also determine which of the Qur'an’s often diverse judg¬ 
ments on specific topics carry the force of law, A common example of such diversity is 
found in the Qur'an’s statements about war. In sura 16, Muslims are told that “those 
who emigrated in God’s cause after they were wronged, We shall surely lodge them in 
this world in a goodly lodging, and the wage of the world to come is better” (Q 16:42), 
No advice is given for seeldng a redress of grievances. A little later, those who have suf¬ 
fered oppression are told to “call [the oppressors] to the way of your Lord with wisdom 
and good advice, and dispute with them in the better way, ,.. And if you punish, do so 
as you have been punished; and yet surely if you are patient, it is better for those who 
are patient” (Q 16:126-7). However, Q 22:40 declares, “Permission is given to those 
[who fight] because they were wronged: surely God is able to help them.” Similarly, 
“Fight in the way of God those who fight you, but do not commit aggression; God does 
not love aggressors” (Q 2:191). In this instance, retaliation is allowed in cases of 
self-defense or defense of property. The chapter continues: 

And kill [those who light against you] wherever you find them and drive them out from 
where they drove you out; persecution is worse than killing. But do not fight them at 
the holy mosque unless they fight you there. Then, if they fight you, fight them. That is the 
recompense of unhelievers. But if they stop, surely God is forgiving and merciful. Fight 
them until there is no persecution and religion is God’s. Then if they stop, there [shall he] 
no aggression except against the oppressors. (Q 2:191-4) 

Islamic legal scholars are therefore presented with a rich and complex array of prece¬ 
dent and advice from which to extract legislation suitable to diverse and ever-changing 
circumstances. 


Principles and Practice of Qur’anic Interpretation 

Fortunately, the Qur'an itself provides guidance for interpretation. It acknowledges 
that some verses are more difficult to interpret than others. The Qur'an describes itself 
as containing different kinds of verses. The book is entirely from God and it contains 
the truth and confirms previous revelations carried in the Torah and the Gospel; it is 
guidance for people (hudan li ’l-nds) and a means of distinguishing right from wrong {al- 
furqdn). However, in a verse that is among the most difficult of the entire Qur'an to 
translate, the Qur'an says that it contains some verses that are muhkamdt and others 
that are mutashdbihdt (Q 3:4-8). Muhkam (the singular of muhkamdt) can be interpreted 
as “clear,” “decisive in meaning,” “accurate,” “solid,” “reinforced,” “perfect,” or “well- 
planned,” among other things. Mutashdbih (the singular of mutashabihdt) can mean 
“ambiguous,” “indistinct,” or “obscure.” The verse in which these terms are used to 
describe some verses of the Qur'an amplifies its meaning, saying that the verses that 
are muhkamdt are “the mother” or “basis of the book,” while “no one except God knows 
the interpretation” of the mutashdbihdt. The Qur'an does not indicate which verses are 
which, or how many of each type it contains. This fascinating verse seems to be a 
caution against excessive confidence among interpreters. It seems to encourage instead 
the ongoing struggle to elicit inspiration from the Qur'an. 
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The Qur’an’s most specific advice concerning the legislative impact of its content is 
contained in passages describing its abrogation (naskh) of some verses. “Whatever verse 
we abrogate or cause to be forgotten, we bring one better than that or else one like it” 
(Q 2:107: cf. Q 16:102; 13:40). Some scholars believe this applies only to the Qur’an’s 
abrogation of earlier scriptures, but many believe it applies to verses within the Qur’an 
itself. This principle of abrogation has been used, for example, to establish the Islamic 
prohibition of alcohol, even though the Qur’an at one point says simply that people 
should not pray under the influence (Q 4:44) and, at another, only that wine should be 
avoided (Q 5:91). Nevertheless, the verses which state that drinldng wine is a grievous 
sin whose evil outweighs its usefulness (e.g., Q 2:220) are taken as definitive, super¬ 
seding the earlier verses because they were delivered later. In other cases, however, such 
as the verses on oppression, all the verses are applicable, depending upon the circum¬ 
stances for which people are seeking guidance. In some circumstances, suffering 
patiently is recommended, such as when those suffering are so weak that rebellion 
would undoubtedly result in utter defeat, whereas in other cases retaliation or retribu¬ 
tion might be an effective means of ending oppression. 

In order to determine the applicability of diverse judgments such as these, scholars 
refer to the circumstances of revelation (asbdb al-nuzul) of each verse. The circum¬ 
stances of revelation are conveyed in reports Imown generically as hadith (plural: 
ahddith; sometimes translated as “traditions”). A rich source of the early history of 
Islam, hadiths are reports of things Muhammad said or did, and include things that 
were said or done in the presence of the prophet and his reaction to them. As noted 
above, these circumstances assist in dating the various verses, a critical element in 
determining the applicability of the principle of abrogation. But they also provide the 
context for various Qur’anic statements, allowing scholars to define the circumstances 
in which the various verses carry the force of law. 

Since the death of Muhammad, Islam’s most revered scholars have devoted them¬ 
selves to elaboration of the Qur’an in commentaries known as tafsir. Based on detailed 
study of language, logic, and history transmitted through hadith, tafsir attempt 
(among other things) to provide guidance to Muslim legists in their efforts to derive 
legislation from the Qur’an. 

The study of the Qur’an for the sake of determining Islamic law is considered the 
highest science in Islam {fiqh). Relying on hadith reports and tafsir, scholars set about 
the process of deriving legislation from the Qur’an. But in view of the dynamic nature 
of society and the fallibility of human judgment, Islamic legislation has never been 
monolithic. Even though the Qur’an is considered perfect and applicable for all time, 
Islam has always tolerated a range of interpretations of its legal implications. By the 
tenth century, the Muslim community recognized five major schools of Islamic legal 
thought {madhdhib; singular: madhhab). Each was named for a major scholar who was 
believed capable of deriving fresh legal rulings from the Qur’an and the sunm. These 
were JaTar al-Sadiq (d. 148/765), Abu Hanlfa (d. 150/767), Malik ibn Anas (d. 
179/795), al-Shafi‘T (d. 205/820), and Ibn Hanbal (d. 241/855), producing, respec¬ 
tively, the Ja'farl madhhab which is dominant among ShiT Muslims as well as the Sunni 
Hanafi, MalikI, Shafi‘1, and Hanball schools. 

Qverall, Qur’anic legislation is characterized as being of two lands: those regulations 
concerning humans’ responsibility to God (‘ibdddt), and those concerning human 
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beings’ interaction (muamalat). The former concern requirements for prayer, charita¬ 
ble giving, fasting, and pilgrimage. The latter deal with all social matters, including 
marriage, divorce, inheritance, the treatment of orphans and slaves, murder, theft, 
retaliation, and war. In the Qur'an, however, these issues are not always separate, as is 
clear from the popular verse quoted above: 

True piety is this: to believe in God and the last day, the angels, the book, and the prophets, 
to give of one’s substance, however cherished, to relatives and orphans, the needy, the tra¬ 
veler, beggars, and to ransom the slave, to perform the prayer, to pay alms. And those who 
fulfill their promises and endure with fortitude misfortune, hardship and peril, these are 
the ones who are true in their faith; these are the truly God-fearing. (Q 2:178) 

Instead of a neat division of duties into those concerned with the divine and 
those concerned with the mundane, then, the entire world for the Qur'an is of divine 
concern, and thus potentially sacred. Indeed, the Qur'an may be described as charging 
humanity with the task of sanctifying all aspects of human life by bringing them into 
accord with the will of God. 


Further reading 
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Bell, Richard (1937-9) The Qur’an Translated, with a critical re-arrangement of the Surahs. 2 vols. 
T. & T. Clark, Edinburgh. (Classic translation, based on Fliigel edition. Some critical comments 
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Khan, Muhammad Zafrulla (1971) The Quran. Curzon Press, London. (Arabic text with English 
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CHAPTER 2 


Discovering 

Christopher Buck 


Why the QuPan? 

The Qur'an, the holy book of Islam, may well be the most powerful book in human 
history, with the arguable exception of the Bible. Both in world history and contempo¬ 
rary affairs, it is doubtful that any other book now commands, or has in the past 
exerted, so profound an influence. Objectively, one of every live people on earth today 
is Muslim, each of whom subjectively believes that the Qur'an actually supersedes the 
Bible, and that it is the Qur'an - not the Bible - that is unsurpassed. Since Muslims see 
Islam as the last of the world’s religions, they view the Qur'an as the latest and great¬ 
est book. Even if one does not share this view, the sheer magnitude of its influence com¬ 
mands respect, and one cannot be cross-culturally and globally literate without some 
understanding of this monumental text. The purpose of this chapter is to inspire and 
assist readers in discovering the Qur'an for themselves, with the helpful synergy of 
insider and outsider - religious and secular - perspectives. 


Academic Study of the QuPan 

The study of the Qur'an in an academic setting has raised a number of legal and ped¬ 
agogical issues in recent decades, some of which have thrust the scripture into the 
public eye in a way that has not been previously experienced. Qf course, religion in 
general is a controversial topic within education, and demands inevitably arise to Imow 
why the Qur'an should (or even can) be taught in a publicly funded university. The sit¬ 
uation in the United States, for example, is one that has provoked legal discussions and 
challenges. Doesn’t the study of the Qur'an in the university violate the Establishment 
Clause of the Eirst Amendment.? What about the separation of church and state.? 

These very concerns were recently raised in US federal courts. A national academic 
and legal controversy erupted in summer 2002 when the University of North Carolina 
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(UNC) at Chapel Hill required incoming freshmen, as part of its Summer Reading 
Program, to read and discuss Michael Sells’ Approaching the Quran: The Early Revelation 
(Sells 1999). This text - a fresh translation and elucidation of the early Meccan suras 
of the Qur'an - was recommended by UNC Islamicist Carl Ernst in order to promote an 
understanding of Islam, especially in light of the events surrounding the September 
11, 2001 terrorist attacks (Burdei 2002), 

Alleging that UNC violated the Establishment Clause and abridged students’ rights 
to religious free exercise by forcing incoming freshmen and transfer students to study 
Islam against their will, a conservative-Christian activist group, the Eamily Policy 
Network (EPN) filed suit in US District Court, Middle District of North Carolina (MDNC), 
on July 22, seeking a preliminary injunction to keep UNC from conducting its summer 
program. The case was captioned (named) Yacovelli v. Moeser (after James Yacovelli, an 
EPN spokesman, and James Moeser, UNC Chancellor). When the EPN lost, it immedi¬ 
ately appealed to the 4th Circuit Court of Appeals, but lost again. This case was widely 
reported (see Euben 2002), both nationally and internationally, but was not judicially 
“reported” (that is, the district and appellate decisions were not published). 

A later challenge was filed in 2004 but was lost on appeal. Without going into the 
technicalities of the Lemon test, which the Court applied along with the endorsement 
and coercion tests, the challenge failed. In his decision. Chief Judge N. Carlton Tilley, 
Jr. ruled: 


Approaching the Qur'an simply cannot be compared to religious practices which have been 
deemed violative of the Establishment Clause, such as posting the Ten Commandments, 
reading the Lord’s Prayer or reciting prayers in school. The book does include Suras, which 
are similar to Christian Psalms. However, by his own words, the author endeavors only to 
explain Islam and not to endorse it. Furthermore, listening to Islamic prayers in an effort 
to understand the artistic nature of the readings and its connection to a historical reli¬ 
gious text does not have the primary effect of advancing religion. [Yacovelli v. Moeser, 2004 
US Dist. LEXIS 9152 [MDNC May 20, 2004], aff’d Yacovelli v. Moeser [University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill], 324 F.Supp.2d 760 [2004].) 

This ruling is consistent with the US Supreme Court’s endorsement of the academic 
study of religion in public schools and universities, when Justice Tom C. Clark in 1963 
declared that “one’s education is not complete without a study of comparative religion 
or the history of religion and its relationship to the advancement of civilization” 
[Abington v. Schempp, 374 US 203, 224, n, 9 [1963]). It is the secular approach that 
makes the academic study of religion constitutionally permissible: “Nothing we have 
said here indicates that such study of the Bible or of religion, when presented objec¬ 
tively as part of a secular program of education, may not be effected consistently with 
the First Amendment” (Abington v, Schempp, 374 US 203, 224, n, 9 [1963]). As Justice 
Powell has said more recently: “Courses in comparative religion of course are custom¬ 
ary and constitutionally appropriate” (Edwards v. Aguillard, 482 US 578, 607 1987] 
[Powell and O’Connor, JJ., concurring]). Based on Justice Clark’s statement as it applies 
to the Qur'an specifically, university officials now argue that - in addition to being 
constitutionally permissible - one’s education is not complete without a study of the 
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Qur'an (as well as the history of Islam) and its relationship to the advancement of 
civilization. 


How to Read the Qur’an? 

A nineteenth-century mystic once said that the Qur'an eclipses all of the miracles of 
all of the previous prophets, for the miracle of the Qur'an, alone, remains (Shirazi 
1950; Lawson 1988), That is to say, the staff of Moses may have turned into a serpent 
and swallowed up the magicians’ snakes in Pharaoh’s court, but that prophetic scepter 
has vanished, Moses may well have parted the Red Sea, as Mushms themselves believe, 
but that prodigy is long gone. No empirical evidence of either miracle remains today. 
What alone abides is the “miracle” of the Qur'an - its prodigious ability to transform 
the lives of those who believe and accept the Qur'an as the best guide for their lives. 
This transformation is spiritual alchemy, taking the base appetites that most of us are 
born with and transmuting these into the pure gold of a refined moral and spiritual 
character. The Qur'an can transform a pair of horns into a set of wings, changing the 
pious believer from a devil into an angel. Such is the nature of Muslim belief about 
the Qur'an, 

The Qur'an can and should be taught in the university - not to convert students into 
pious Muslims, but to convert pious Muslim beliefs into something students can under¬ 
stand, so that they can appreciate the power of the book to influence those who believe 
in it. However, beyond the question of why the Qur'an should be taught, there is the 
problem of how it should be taught. In whatever course and context it may be taught, 
the challenge is to engage readers in the study of this text, to assist them in discover¬ 
ing the Qur'an for themselves. 

Reading the Qur'an is far easier said than done. The Qur'an is a challenging text. To 
the uninitiated, the book is both simplistic and enigmatic. To the untrained eye, the 
Qur'an, on first impression, may strike one as arcane, florid, repetitive, or otherwise 
impenetrable to Westerners wholly unprepared to study the text dispassionately. 
However, there is a deeper hermeneutical issue involved, one of attitude and assump¬ 
tions as to the authority and nature of the text. 

The Qur'an makes its own particular truth-claims, which are quite audacious. It tells 
the reader that its source is an archetypal “mother of the book” {umm al-kitdb) in 
heaven. The Qur'an is therefore of divine origin. It is not only authorized, it is actually 
authored by God Himself. This is an extraordinary claim, indeed. As such, from a 
Muslim perspective the element of divine revelation is of paramount importance. God 
wrote the Qur'an, Muslims believe, and thus the book commands their respect. But 
should it command the respect of those who have not been raised in its culture, who 
might consider it in the university.^ Absolutely. So where does one begin.? There are 
methodological considerations that must first be addressed. The Qur'an may be a diffi¬ 
cult text for non-Muslims, but it is not unfathomable. 

The still-predominantly Christian West may have serious misgivings as to the truth 
of such claims. Isn’t the Qur'an an ersatz version of the Bible - a derivative imitation.? 



DISCOVERING 21 


Table 2.1 Polarities in the study of the Qur’an 


Western 

Muslim 

Secular academic 

Traditional academic 

Analytic 

Synthetic 

Tendency to over-differentiate 

Tendency to harmonize 

Use of reason and bias 

Use of reason and faith 

Sometimes offensive 

Sometimes defensive 


This very assumption largely biased the Western reception of the Qur an from the very 
start, and affected (infected) its study until now. As a result, polarities in the study of 
the Qur’an have emerged, although these are beginning to disappear. The great divide 
in Qur’anic studies has historically been the tension between traditional Mushm 
approaches and Western academic approaches. Although problematic for gaining a 
coherent understanding and appreciation of the Qur’an, these two competing para¬ 
digms are somewhat synergistic. If you combine the two, you get what Wilfred Cantwell 
Smith (Smith 1959; 53; but cf. McCutcheon 1999) regarded as the insider-outsider 
dynamic. In principle, he suggested that the best approach to the study of the Qur’an 
and Islam is to be able to enter into a believer’s (emic) perspective while maintaining 
some degree of relative objectivity (etic perspective). Indeed, Smith’s canon of believer 
intelligibility requires that “no statement about a religion is valid unless it can be 
acknowledged by that religion’s believers.” This “creative principle” offers the best of 
both worlds, for it “provides experimental control that can lead” scholars “dynamically 
towards the truth.” However, unless one adheres to Smith’s principle, polarities will 
inevitably arise. Table 2.1 highlights the nature of these polarities. 

The table shows a complement of productive and reductive approaches. The method 
of reading largely determines what is read and how it is understood. The Muslim 
approaches the Qur’an reverentially and with full faith in the truth it enshrines. The 
Western secular approach can be just the opposite; it is skeptical and analytic. But it 
does not have to be. Where there are apparent difficulties and even apparent contra¬ 
dictions in the text, the Muslim will try to resolve those anomalies by harmonizing them 
on a higher plane of understanding, while a person approaching the text from a secular 
perspective (the Westerner) may be dismissive of the Qur’an as simply a human enter¬ 
prise where inconsistencies and errors are to be expected. Such a conclusion is not only 
misguided according to any knowledgeable Muslim, it is also an attack upon the 
integrity of a sacred text that is divinely revealed. 

This concept of the Qur’an as a revealed scripture is basic to an appreciation as to 
why Muslims both revere the Qur’an and orient their entire lives according to its dic¬ 
tates, for the Qur’an and the hadith (oral traditions that report the sayings and actions 
of the Muhammad) are the two principal sources of authority for Muslim doctrine and 
praxis. So, to the questions of where to begin in discovering the Qur’an, it only makes 
sense to start with the concept of revelation. 
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Revelation and the Abrahamic Faiths 

Scholars have long recognized that claims of revelation are central to the three 
Abrahamic faiths of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, What these faiths have in common 
is that each is monotheistic. That is, they each preach a belief in a supreme Being, a one- 
and-only, all-powerful God. Historically, monotheism is a conscious revolution against 
the archaic, pre-monotheistic mind-set. This revolution was not prevalently theoretic 
but dynamic. It effected a radical shift in the concentration of what some scholars 
call the numinosum, or the locus of the supernatural. Archaic (“primitive” or “primal”) 
culture is founded on the idea of an anthropocentric correspondence of microcosm and 
macrocosm, of part-to-whole, as in astrology. In the archaic worldview, the numinosum 
is situated in and around nature, whereas in a monotheistic framework, the numino¬ 
sum is a supreme being, located outside nature. Monotheism disenchants the universe 
by exorcizing the very existence of gods, demons, and sprites. The nature spirits dis¬ 
appear, ghosts vanish, and the astrological basis of fate and predestination collapses. 
Experimental science of a pre-modern type could not have been born without the 
demythologization of nature that monotheism put into motion. By moving God outside 
of nature, monotheism contributes to the revaluation of the ideas of infinity and 
the void. 

This revolution in worldview - disenchanting nature and seeing divinity as its prime 
mover - gave rise to two major defining features of Western civilization: historicism and 
technique. The first affects the human sciences; the other impacts the physical sciences. 
The argument that Islam is one of the unacknowledged roots of Western civilization 
flows from this historical perspective: Islamic philosophy and science impacted the high 
medieval and renaissance cultures to produce Western civilization, especially after the 
Enlightenment. 

Within the monotheist worldview that is central to Islam, the Qur'an is the literary 
amber of revelation - the primary mode of disclosure of God’s will for humanity. The 
Qur'an speaks of itself as a revealed text. Phenomenologists of religion have identified 
five characteristics or phenomena typically associated with revelation (Dininger 1987: 
356). There are two prime characteristics. (1) Origin or source: All revelation has a 
source - God, or something supernatural or numinous communicates some kind of 
message to human beings. Wahy is the technical term for revelation in the Qur'an. The 
fundamental sense of wahy seems to be what those steeped in the European romantic 
ethos would call a “flash of inspiration,” in the sense that it is sudden and unpremed¬ 
itated; (2) Instrument or means: Revelation is communicated supernaturally, through 
the agency of dreams, visions, ecstasies, words, or sacred books. Nuzul is a synonym for 
revelation, but with the explicit notion that the Qur'an was “sent down” from its arche¬ 
typal original in the spiritual realm Imown as the heavens. 

Other key phenomena of revelation, all of which the Qur'an exemplifies, are: (3) 
Content or object: Revelation is the communication of the didactic, helping, or punish¬ 
ing presence, will, being, activity, or commission of the divinity. In this case, the Qur'an 
is a revelation irom God, pure and simple, communicated through a series of revela¬ 
tions imparted to Muhammad over the course of twenty-three lunar years. Thus, it 
would be error and sacrilege to speak of Muhammad as the “author” of the Qur'an. 
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(4) Recipients or addressees: The Qur’an itself is a revelation of the universal type. It is a 
message from God to the world; (5) Effect and consequence for the recipient: Revelation 
transforms its recipient. As the agent of revelation, Muhammad was commissioned 
with a divine mission to present the Qur’an as the voice of God, calling the entire world 
to righteousness and justice, to morality and decency, and to a life of prayer and fasting, 
and surrender to the will of God. The fact that Muhammad was commissioned with a 
divine mission does not make Muhammad himself divine, as the Qur’an itself states: 
“He would never order you to talce the angels and the prophets as Lords” (Q 3:74). 
This idea may be seen in an early Christian text; “Neither is there salvation in believ¬ 
ing in teachers and calling them lords” (Homilies 8:5 in Roberts and Donaldson 
1989-90). 

How the Qur’an Was Revealed 

With an understanding of revelation generally, the specifics of the revelation of the 
Qur’an may now be addressed. Such considerations focus on the person identified as 
the prophet of Islam, Muhammad. 

It was Muhammad’s practice to meditate prayerfully in a cave on Mt. Hira’. He was 
practicing tahannuth, some sort of pious exercise, when he first encountered the 
archangel Gabriel, who revealed the Qur’an to him over the next twenty-three lunar 
years. Tradition is unanimous that Gabriel was the agent of revelation, even though he 
is mentioned only twice in the Qur’an. The Qur’an itself explains how God reveals: “It 
belongs not to any mortal that God should speak to him, except by revelation, or from 
behind a veil, or that He should send a messenger and he reveal whatsoever He will, by 
His leave; surely He is All-high, All-wise” (Q 42:50). In other words, while the prophet 
revealed the Qur’an, it was God who authored it, according to Muslim belief. 

The Qur’an is modeled on an archetypal al-lawh al-mahfuz, the “preserved tablet” 
(Q 85:22), having been sent down to the nearest heaven on the “night of power” 
(Q 9 7) in the holy month of Ramadan, in order for Gabriel to transmit it to Muhammad. 
The text of Qur’an is from God, Muslims believe, while the recording and editing of 
Qur’an is by men. It is important to understand the implications of the Qur’an being 
originally revealed over a period of time, and thereafter collected and edited. Just as the 
Qur’an cannot be read from cover to cover in quite the same way that one reads a novel 
or treatise, the Qur’an was not written from cover to cover as well. Just as writers have 
flashes of inspiration, Muhammad experienced flashes of revelation. These cumula¬ 
tively became the Qur’an. 

The hadith literature provides many anecdotes as to how revelations would come 
upon Muhammad. The descriptions vary. The agent of revelation Gabriel taught 
Muhammad to recite the first passages of the Qur’an. Most frequently the accounts 
speak of revelations “descending” upon Muhammad such that he would hear the 
sound of buzzing, or of bells, or would feel a great weight come upon him, or would 
enter a trance, after which the words of the Qur’an would become indelibly inscribed 
in his heart, and subsequently dictated to scribes. The revelations of the Qur’an were 
first recorded by scribes who wrote down the verses on whatever writing materials 
were available: leaves and branches of palm trees, white stones, leather, shoulder blades 



24 CHRISTOPHER BUCK 


of sheep, ribs. One early account states that a revelation was actually eaten by a domes¬ 
tic animal, because it had been recorded on something organic and edible. 

After Muhammad’s death in 11/632, there was no authoritative record of the rev¬ 
elations. They had to be collected. The process of assembling, collating, and codifying 
the Qur’an was not informed by a great deal of available information as to dating and 
other historical information on which to base the traditional form that the Qur an even¬ 
tually took. According to tradition, the decision to preserve the Qur’an was taken after 
hundreds of reciters were killed in the Battle of Yamama (12/633). ‘Umar (who was to 
become the second Caliph) suggested to Abu Bakr that the Qur’an be collected and 
written down. Finally, the text was fixed under ‘Uthman, in the dialect of the Quraysh 
tribe (that of Muhammad), said to be the clearest of dialects, according to tradition. 
Where difficulties in establishing the text arose, the dialect of the Quraysh, the tribe to 
which the prophet belonged, was given preference. Written texts required attestation 
from reciters, who had heard and memorized the Qur’an by heart. Thus, the canon 
of the Qur’an was fixed as well as the order of the suras and the integrity of the 
consonantal text. 

The urgency with which the text became fixed under the decree of the caliph 
'Uthman afforded precious little opportunity for a systematic, much less scientific order¬ 
ing of the text. Its preservation was more Important than its sequencing, and it was left 
to later Muslims scholars to provide a critical apparatus for more fully appreciating the 
pieces that made up the larger whole. How much editing and how intrusive or inter¬ 
pretive such editing may have been is largely a modern question that has occupied 
much of Western scholarship on the Qur’an. 

Soon after the Qur’an was revealed, it spread lilce wildfire, racing with the Arab con¬ 
querors during the first two centuries of Arab expansion. The rapidity and breadth of 
that expansion was dramatic. At this stage, the Qur’an had not yet achieved its status 
as a world text, for the simple reason that it was considered an “Arab” book (or, rather, 
“the” Arab book, since the Qur’an is the first book in Arabic). Non-Arab converts were 
at first obliged to attach themselves to various Arab tribes, in a kind of process of spir¬ 
itual and social adoption. It did not take long before non-Arabs, especially the Persians, 
took umbrage with this. How could a scripture with a universal message, they argued, 
be restricted to just a single ethnicity.? And, if not, on what grounds were Arabs justi¬ 
fied in relegating to non-Arabs a secondary status, when the category of “Muslims” 
constitutes a spiritual and social “nation” that embraces all races and nations, yet tran¬ 
scends them.? Was not the prophet Abraham a Muslim (“one who surrenders” to the 
will of God).? And is not anyone who professes belief in the oneness of God and in 
the authenticity of the prophet Muhammad to be accounted as a believer, on equal 
footing with every other.? And so it came to be: the appeal to the Qur’an’s universalisms, 
expressive of its egalitarian ethic, prevailed. Thus Islam, although based on a message 
revealed in Arabic, was transposed to other cultures and climes, although it took 
centuries before the Qur’an itself was actually translated into other languages. This 
singular revelation became a universal scripture. 

In its final form, the Qur’an’s 114 suras are arbitrarily arranged by the longest sura 
first (except for the short “opening” chapter). The traditional dating of these siiras has 
the “early Meccan suras” spanning the first thirteen lunar years (with early, middle, and 



DISCOVERING 25 


final periods), shifting to the period of “Medinan siiras” in 1/622, coinciding with the 
first year of the hijra or migration of the early Muslim community from Mecca to 
Medina, followed by the “later Meccan suras" on the prophet’s triumphal return to his 
oasis-city of Mecca shortly before the end of his life in 11/632. 

Taking what has become a classic, two-part division of Muhammad’s life (Watt 
1953, 1956), the early Meccan suras exemplify Muhammad’s role as “prophet” while 
the Medinan and later Meccan siiras present Muhammad’s vocation as “statesman.” 
Thus the earlier revelations are intended to kindle hope and to strike the fear of God 
into the heart of the hearer by the promise of heaven and the threat of hell. Accord¬ 
ingly, the prophet’s role is that of a “warner” who has come to make people alive to 
the threat of impending doom and death unless they repent and surrender to the 
will of God. 

First warned, later governed - this is basically the purpose of the revelations and the 
logic of their sequence. The later Qur'anic revelations enshrine laws and principles for 
Muslims to follow. Once a Muslim community had formed (the migration of Muslims 
to Mecca in 1/622 effectively created the first Muslim state), laws were needed. Accord¬ 
ingly, Muhammad became a statesman in addition to his role as prophet, and began 
revealing the laws and ethical principles that later became the foundation for the four 
Sunni schools of law and a distinctive way of life. 


Sources of Revelation? 

Whether the Qur'an is informed by previous sources is a vexed question. To suggest that 
the Qur'an somehow derives from predominantly Jewish or Christian sources is tanta¬ 
mount to discrediting the Qur'an as a document of revelation. For Muslims, the ques¬ 
tion should be the other way around. The Qur'an is the gold standard of divine truth. 
Since it is pure and unadulterated, it is previous scriptures that should be measured 
against the Qur'an, not the other way around. Indeed, the Qur'an comprehends all pre¬ 
vious scriptures: 

Within itseif, the Qur’an provides Muslims with a view of the Bible. Mention is made of 
the “scrolls” of Abraham and Moses, the Tawrdt (Torah) of Moses, the Zabiir (usually 
understood as the Psalms) of David and the Injil (Gospel) of Jesus, all conceived as direct 
revelation from God to the prophet concerned: “Surely we sent down the Torah wherein is 
guidance and light” (Qur’an 5.48): ‘And we sent, following in their footsteps, Jesus son of 
Mary, confirming the Torah before him: and we gave to him the Gospel, wherein is guid¬ 
ance and light” (Qur’an 5.50). In this way, all previous scriptures are pictured within the 
revelatory and compositional image of the Qur’an itself. (Rippin 1993: 250) 

To say that Muhammad was “influenced” by his religious world and that the Qur'an 
is a hodge-podge of intermixed influences is not only highly reductionist, but suggests 
that the prophet was himself the author of the Qur'an and not God. Surely God had 
no need to borrow from previous scripture or religious lore, from the Muslim perspec¬ 
tive. So the tension between traditional Muslim and Western academic approaches is 
perhaps nowhere more intense than in discussing this question. 
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One approach that is both methodologically sound as well as religiously acceptable 
is to look at the foreign vocabulary of the Qur'an and also the religious technical terms 
and concepts that the Qur'an mentions. This area of study has proven fruitful for elu¬ 
cidating the text. But then, again, what exactly is being proved.^ If used as evidence that 
the Qur'an is derivative, then this crosses over from a purely descriptive phenomenol¬ 
ogy into an explanatory phenomenology that is inherently reductive. This latter 
approach tries to “explain away” the Qur'an, presenting it as the product of past influ¬ 
ences rather than as an original work that absorbs and reconfigures its cultural content 
to produce an Islamic civilization of world-historical proportions. 

For Muslims, the only pre-Islamic source for the Qur'an is the archetypal “mother 
of the book” of which the earthly Qur'an is a faithful copy. But Muslim scholars will 
readily admit that the Qur'an speaks to its historical-contemporary world, which 
includes the immediate past. Thus we find specific references to practices from the pre- 
Islamic period that the Qur'an explicitly forbids. This is “influence” in the other direc¬ 
tion. For instance, the pre-Islamic practice of female infanticide was quite common, 
where parents would bury their infant daughter in the hot, desert sand, if they thought 
it too much of a financial burden to raise a girl. So, in this respect, Islam functioned as 
a women’s protectionist movement. Suffice it to say that Imowledge of pre-Islamic 
Arabia is the natural starting place for developing a fuller understanding and appreci¬ 
ation for how the Qur'an represents a significant moral and social advancement after 
the pre-Islamic “age of ignorance.” 


Major Themes of Revelation 

Knowing something of the history of the revelation of the Qur'an and its codification 
provides a necessary orientation. But the real heart of the Qur'an is its message. Qne 
useful way of approaching the Qur'an is to see it as the vehicle for expressing profound 
truths regarding God and the universe, and humankind and its civilizations, God is the 
creator, and humankind the creative. The themes of the Qur'an, therefore, are 
the organizing principles of Islamic religion and civilization. What follow are several 
of the major themes of the Qur'an, Most of the Qur'an’s religious principles are 
common to the Abrahamic faiths, and many of its morals may be appreciated as uni¬ 
versal ethical truths. 


Exaltation 

Qne feels the presence of God in the Qur'an, which makes it such a powerful text. Since 
Muhammad is the revealer, not author, the pious read the text as the voice of God 
Himself. This is not a mere poetic device, as the voice of God in the Puritan poet Michael 
Wigglesworth’s “God’s Controversy with New England” (1662). The Qur'an is the real 
thing, like a whole book of the Ten Commandments and more. This direct communi¬ 
cation of God to man is charged with a power and authority that Muslims feel makes 
the Qur'an inimitable, and without peer. No other text can compare with it, except 
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previous scriptures. And rarely are they so direct and compelling. The Qur'an is a 
conduit to the presence of God, and to follow the Qur'an’s dictates is to manifest the 
will of God. 


Creation 

The Qur'an accounts for the creation of the world - not as a scientific treatise, but 
rather as a prophetic narrative. Scholars call this cosmogony. The important thing to 
remember is that cosmogony often functions as “sociogony” - the genesis of society. 
Just as God is the creator of the physical universe, the Qur'an is the great moral and 
social civilizer of human (Muslim) society, when ideally applied. 


Revelation 

We have stated earher that the Qur'an is a revelation (actually a series of revelations) 
direct from God. In practice that means that everything the Qur'an says is taken as 
truth. This fact is clearly of profound importance in appreciating the status and author¬ 
ity of the Qur'an. While all of the Qur'an is God’s revealed truth, the Qur'an does not 
contain all of God’s revelations. The Qur'an “confirms” the truth of previous revela¬ 
tions, as embodied in the Jewish and Christian scriptures. Much of the Qur'an, in fact, 
is retrospective. It harks back to the days of previous prophets and relates what became 
of them and tells of the fate of peoples who rejected and persecuted the warners and 
messengers that God sent to them. These historical narratives have a didactic (edifying) 
function. They are homilies on religious history, and thus serve a religious purpose. 

With its dire warnings of the day of judgment, the Qur'an is prospective as well as 
retrospective. It endows history with teleology - a purpose and a final result. While this 
teleology is predestined, the individual can largely choose the outcome for his or her 
salvation. Here, salvation is not absolution from sin, but a resolution to abide by the 
will of God. This is true for entire societies as well, since they are aggregates of indi¬ 
viduals and families. That is to say, an entire social order can be transformed by fol¬ 
lowing the way of life illuminated by the Qur'an. Thus, revelation contains within it 
the seeds of a higher civilization. 

And so it happened: Islam reigned as the world’s “superpower” during the so-called 
dark ages of Europe, when great Muslim civilizations exerted a moralizing, philosoph¬ 
ical and scientific influence on the West. Historically, Islam is one of the catalysts that 
sparked the Renaissance. Ideally, revelation is the genesis of ideal civilization. 


Consummation 

The Qur'an is not just one of a series of progressive revelations sent by God to help steer 
the course of civilization. The Qur'an literally is the latest and greatest revelation to 
date. We Imow this because we are told that Muhammad is the “seal of the prophets” 



28 CHRISTOPHER BUCK 


- that is, the final messenger. He has, in a real sense, completed the series of revela¬ 
tions. The Qur'an is therefore the capstone of God’s messages to the world. 

Muhammad’s station as the “seal of the prophets” is of fundamental importance in 
Islam. This appellation comes from the famous “seal verse” (Q 33:40). Although inter¬ 
pretations of this key verse did vary in early Islam (Friedmann 1986), there is now a 
consensus among Muslims that the term “seal” means “last,” in the sense of both 
“latest” and “final.” While Muhammad is considered fully human and not divine (Islam 
rejects the doctrine of incarnation), this truth-claim easUy rivals - in both its audacity 
and centrality of dogma - that of Jesus being the son of God. Rather than a person 
being the “word” of God, for Muslims the Qur'an is the word of God literally. However, 
that Muhammad is the seal of the prophets is a major truth-claim and is effectively non- 
negotiable. It has achieved the status of a dogma, and one learns not to debate this point 
with Muslims if friendship is a priority. Accepting Muhammad as the seal of the 
prophets is absolutely fundamental to Muslims everywhere. And this belief is firmly 
anchored in the Qur'an itself. 


Salvation 

For Muslims, salvation consists in much more than simply being forgiven for one’s past 
sins and transgressions. The act of repentance itself effects much of this. Indeed, the 
true test of one’s sincerity is a matter of public record, purely in terms of one’s actions. 
This record is not simply what gets recorded in the proverbial “Book of Deeds,” to be 
read back to each individual on the day of judgment. Rather, pious deeds both mani¬ 
fest and further nurture purity of heart and soul. Here, salvation is active, not passive. 
Qne’s salvation is a matter of degree, not of status. But Islam sees a spiritual life beyond 
forgiveness. Salvation is not a change of status that magically and suddenly averts 
God’s wrath. Salvation is a process, a refinement of one’s character over time. 

A deeper walk with God on the “straight path” of Islam can come about through 
spiritual growth and transformation. But how does one do this.? What can serve as an 
infallible spiritual guide.? For Muslims, the way to bring one’s life into greater confor¬ 
mity with God’s will is through following the laws of the Qur'an and the example of 
Muhammad. The truest sign of one’s transformative faith is conformity and dedication 
to the principles and teachings of Islam which are preserved, first and foremost, in the 
Qur'an itself. The single most important act of piety is to surrender one’s own will to 
that of the will of God. The word “Muslim” means “one who has submitted” or sur¬ 
rendered to the will of God. “Surrender” is not the best translation, because following 
God’s will is an act of free will, a vigilant choice, a matter of strength through com¬ 
mitment and practice. 

Then what is the will of God.? There is a Zoroastrian scripture that states: “The 
will of the Lord is the law of holiness” (the Ahunwar, the most sacred formula in 
Zoroastrianism, a common refrain found throughout the Zend Avesta - see Vendidad, 
Fargard 19, and passim). This means that, rather than trying to divine what the will of 
God is in terms of making important life-decisions, the will of God is not so much what 
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one believes, or what one is, but what one does. What a Muslim believes and what a 
Muslim does combine to produce what a Muslim is. 

Surrendering to the will of God begins with professing one’s self to be Muslim, by 
proclaiming that “There is no god but God” and that “Muhammad is the messenger of 
God.” As a general rule, Muslims pray more frequently than in any other religion. They 
also fast longer, for thirty days during the holy month of Ramadan (the dates of which 
annually vary because Islam is based on a lunar calendar). Once one is properly ori¬ 
ented towards God, and is conscious of God throughout the day, it becomes much easier 
to fulfill one’s moral obligations as a pious Muslim. For salvation to be complete, it must 
be perfected. But salvation is not an all-or-nothing proposition. It is a process of drawing 
ever nearer to God, which process involves becoming more God-Uke in one’s deeds. Here 
is where faith and works combine to effect salvation. 

Therefore, the requirements of the Qur an for the true believer may be described, in 
Christian terms, as a “faith of works.” In other words, Islam is ideally a “faith at work” 
(in Christian terms, a “way of life”) and thus a “faith that works” - for the benefit of 
individual and society alike. If, as Christians often say, “faith without works is dead,” 
the “faith with works” is very much alive. This is the spiritual life that Islam breathes 
into the physical lives of pious Muslims. Readers may be familiar with the way in which 
Martin Luther dichotomized faith and works. Individuals would not be “saved” by 
unaided efforts, but by faith alone. Islam has no such doctrine of salvation by grace. 
The most efficacious grace is not to give up on the sinner and allow another to die in 
his place as in Christianity. The better way is to promote the spiritual and moral growth 
of the individual. This takes discipline as well as a certain amount of faith. Daily oblig¬ 
atory prayer and following the laws and precepts of the Qur’an is the truest salvation 
by grace, because works and faith combine to become, in the words of the beloved spir¬ 
itual, “Amazing Grace.” 


Civilization 

Salvation is not just for the individual. There is collective salvation as well. The purpose 
of the Qur’an is to communicate God’s will for humankind - all of humanity. Through 
its laws and moral principles, the Qur’an is meant to benefit the world through restruc¬ 
turing human society, to infuse it with the consciousness of God and to make it alive 
to the will of God for human society. It is a call to righteousness and brotherhood, to 
human solidarity in a community of principle and commonality of values. The Qur’an 
is nothing less than an attempt to reorder human society, to rescue it, Muslims would 
say, from the moral appetites and turpitude that threaten to make the West morally 
uncivilized while remaining technologically advanced. Islam offers to fill a spiritual 
vacuum to which Western society has largely turned a blind eye. Islamic spirituality 
can be harmonized with the best of Western - Christian as well as contemporary 
secular - traditions of civic virtues, of moral decency and of family values, informed 
by the West’s traditional Judeo-Christian ethic. Just as the biblical “ten command¬ 
ments” are still relevant, the Qur’an still has much to say, although even some Muslims 
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would say that it needs to be understood anew within the changed circumstances of 
modernity and postmodernity. 


Final destination 

Few other sacred texts depict the afterlife so vividly as the Qur'an. Whether literal or 
metaphorical, paradise is described as the abode of the righteous, dwelling in peace in 
Edenic gardens inhabited by dark-eyed damsels that seem to represent higher passions 
rather than lower ones. Conversely, the Qur an portrays hell in equally graphic 
terms, as a pit of fire and brimstone, with a descriptive immediacy that the sermons of 
Jonathan Edwards can scarcely rival. Indeed, it is said that around a full one-third 
of the Qur'an is eschatological, dealing with the afterlife in the next world and with 
the day of judgment here on earth at the end of time. As in Christianity, the day of 
resurrection plays a prominent role in the Qur'an with a focus on inevitable 
moral accountability, both individual and collective in nature. Through promise and 
threat, the Qur'an instills a healthy fear of God in the believer, who is constantly 
taught to respect divine authority and to expect the consequences of one’s own 
actions. 


Reading Revelation 

The Qur'an presents a number of challenges for interpreter and reader alike. 
Many Western readers have complained that the Qur'an is dull and repetitive. If the 
Qur'an were read as a novel from cover to cover, there might be some truth to this. But 
just as the Qur'an was revealed in piecemeal fashion, so also should it be read. The final 
redaction of the Qur'an obscures this fact. There are few obvious markers that will 
signal, to the untrained eye, the beginning and end of various discrete, revelatory sec¬ 
tions known as pericopes. The best examples of a piece of revelation preserved in its 
entirety and discretely identifiable would be most of what are known as the early 
Meccan sums. 

The Qur'an was not intended to be read as a book in one or two sittings. The more 
that one reads, the more the reader will have the sense that the Qur'an repeats itself. 
Some expressions recur like a refrain. They have a rhetorical purpose, in that they are 
repeated for stress. The reiterative nature of the Qur'an notwithstanding, certain pas¬ 
sages have achieved such renown that they have come to be known as what al-Ghazall 
(d. 505/1111) referred to as the “jewels of the Qur'an,” These include such celebrated 
passages as the “throne verse” (Q 2:255) and the “fight verse” (Q 24:35). 

Shifting from the mystical to the perplexing, some Qur'anic passages defy easy expla¬ 
nation. The most obvious examples are the so-called “mysterious letters of the Qur'an,” 
which occur at the very beginning of twenty-nine chapters. Muslims themselves often 
have a mystical relationship with the Qur'an that does not require that they under¬ 
stand the text, divine its enigmas or derive mystical meaning by probing its depths. In 
popular or “folk” Islam, instead of trying to divine its truths, Muslims may turn to the 
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Qur'an as a source of divination. One common practice is to consult the Qur an as a 
kind of oracle. If a person wishes to know the solution to a personal problem, he or she 
can look to the Qur'an for personal guidance by carefully meditating on the passage 
that first falls into view. 

It is instructive enough simply to be able to see the different modes of discourse that 
give texture and vitality to the Qur'an. Although the Qur'an does not have a definite 
structure in any kind of systematic method, it has a complex of structures within it. 
These have been identified in various ways by Muslim and Western scholars alike. Qne 
way to discern the various shifts in revelatory content is to perform a genre analysis of 
a sura or part of a sura in question. The major genres, or the various styles of Quranic 
revelations, are as follows. 


Prophetic revelations 

A narrative is simply a story. If the story is true, it qualifies as history. Some narratives 
have a purely edifying (instructive) function. Whether historically verifiable or not, all 
of the Qur'anic narratives are morally true. Such a distinction will probably be lost on 
those pious Muslims who take the sacred text at its word (literally). Take for instance 
the story of Jesus as a young boy. The Qur'an states that, as a child, Jesus would fashion 
birds out of mud, then breathe life into them, and the birds would fly away: 

And He [Jesus] will teach him the book, the wisdom, the Torah, the Gospel, to he a mes¬ 
senger to the Children of Israel saying, “I have come to you with a sign from your Lord. 

I will create for you out of clay as the likeness of a bird; then I will breathe into it, and it 
will be a bird, by the leave of God. I will also heal the blind and the leper, and bring to life 
the dead, by the leave of God.” (Q 3:43) 

Despite the abundance of miracle narratives in the four gospels, this particular prodi¬ 
gious ability of Jesus is unreported in the gospels found today in the New Testament. 
Thus, as the Qur'an itself states, some stories it relates may be traced back to previous 
scriptures, and some not. This is a case of one that is not. 

Prophetic narratives are what they purport to be - stories of the prophets. The 
Qur'an has many such narratives. Indeed, the Qur'an speaks much more about past 
prophets than about the prophet Muhammad himself. These narratives, for the most 
part, are partial, even fragmentary. The only complete prophetic narrative in the 
Qur'an is the sura of Joseph (Q 12). The nature of these narratives is referential and 
homiletic. They serve an edifying purpose. 

Many of the Qur'an’s prophetic narratives will no doubt be familiar to readers who 
are conversant with the Hebrew scriptures and the New Testament. However, in addi¬ 
tion to the “new” material on Jesus just mentioned, the Qur'an contains many other 
stories that are not to be found anywhere in the Bible. For many readers, this adds to 
the Qur'an’s mystique. Whether such stories are those of Moses and Khidr (Q 18), the 
story of the Seven Sleepers (Q 18), or other nonbiblical narratives that add to the overall 
impression, the reader must not assume that these stories are untrue or merely 
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apocryphal. Whether they are or not is not the point. For Muslims, the Qur'an confirms 
much material found in previous scriptures, and adds new material as well. Even if such 
stories may be found in Jewish lore or elsewhere, it is safe to say that the Qur'an pre¬ 
sents these as morally true and as paradigmatically important. The stories are author¬ 
itative and, by virtue of their status as revelation, are true for Muslims howsoever they 
may be nuanced or explained. 


Edifying reveiations 

While the majority of narratives are stories of the prophets, other narratives have a 
purely edifying purpose. Qne example is the Qur'an’s use of parables. These function 
in quite the same way as the parables of Jesus. Maxims, aphorisms, and other wisdom 
sayings enrich the didactic dimension of the Qur'an. This material regulates the lives 
of Muslims in ways that laws cannot. Laws may govern outward actions, and conform 
them to moral and religious standards. But the Qur'anic wisdom literature is the heart 
of piety, which can take on mystical dimensions not contemplated by observant praxis 
alone. 


Legai reveiations 

As stated earlier, the Qur'an is one of the two major sources of Islamic law. The other 
is the hadlth literature, which is a body of traditions that report the extra-canonical 
sayings and actions of Muhammad. Together, the Qur'an and hadlth make up the 
sunna, the way of the prophet, which, in turn, becomes the sharia, the code that 
Muslims should follow. If the Qur'an is the revealed word of God, then the life and 
sayings of Muhammad represent the will of God. Muhammad is the perfect Muslim. 
Therefore, the pious Muslim will try to emulate the prophet in just about every way, 
beyond his singularly prophetic mission. 

Given the harsh realities of the day, the Qur'an can at times be uncompromising. 
Some of its corporeal punishments are objectionable and unacceptable in the modern 
world today. Some Muslim reformers advocate dispensing with the letter of certain 
Islamic laws yet preserving principles and social goals that stand behind them. 


Liturgicai reveiations 

The Qur'an has liturgical value because it is used in private and public worship. Among 
the many and varied devotional uses of the Qur'an, the first sura is used in daily oblig¬ 
atory prayer (salat). Qur'anic recitation - that is, chanting the verses of the Qur'an 
according to stylized canons of intonation and cadence - became an art-form in itself, 
just like Qur'anic calligraphy. In a sense, Qur'anic recitation re-enacts those original, 
revelatory moments of the spoken Qur'an as they were first dictated by Muhammad to 
his scribes. 
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The Qur'an loses much of its force on the barren printed page. Emotions thrill to the 
spirited invocation of Qur'anic passages, as a whole religious culture comes alive. One 
does not have to Imow Arabic to be struck by the emotional depth that is conveyed by 
Qur'anic recitation. The hearts of the pious are swept with awe and fascination by the 
measured accents of the text, as it is experienced in the depth of the soul. 


Polemical revelations 

To promote Islam is also to defend it. Secular as well as religious charges were leveled 
at the prophet of Islam. Muhammad was variously accused of being a crazed poet, 
soothsayer, or sorcerer, as well as a liar. In all of these cases, Qur anic polemics are to 
be seen as both actual and theoretical. They may be historical and localized, or doctri¬ 
nal and generalized. Sometimes the Qur an directly cites the charges it refutes. The 
important thing to remember is that the Qur'an, despite its exalted claims to revelation, 
is personalized through the formative experience of Islam as a historical movement, 
Muhammad and the early Muslims faced challenges, debates, and outright persecution. 
Under these circumstances, polemics served an immediate purpose, yet had a paradig¬ 
matic value as Islam spread to countries outside Arabia, where Islam was just as new 
then as before. 

Another aspect of Qur'anic polemics is apologetic in nature. Among the detractors 
of Islam were Jewish communities. This fact becomes problematic in the modern 
context and has fueled charges of a latent Muslim anti-Semitism. The many references 
to Judaism, however, are for instructive purposes, and a much greater focus is placed 
on the prophethood of Moses, who is really a prototype of Muhammad himself. 

The Qur'an has a certain degree of affection for Christians. During times of perse¬ 
cution in the early days of Islam, Christians tended to be the most sympathetic of 
onlookers. Muslims share a great deal in common with Christians. However, the Qur'an 
brooks no tolerance for the Christian doctrine of the trinity. Although the 
Qur'an affirms the virgin birth, it does not accord Jesus the status of the son of God 
(nor that of God, for that matter). The Qur'an also views original sin as absolute injus¬ 
tice and complete predestination. Pure Christianity is pure Islam, since there is only one 
true religion. What would Jesus do if he met Muhammad.? Muslims would say that Jesus 
would embrace the truth of Muhammad’s revelation, considering the fact that the 
Qur'an states that Jesus prophesied the advent of Muhammad. 

Assessing the Qur’an 

Is the Qur'an a revelation sent down by God, as Muslims claim,? This is clearly a theo¬ 
logical question. If the answer were yes, Christians and others might feel compelled to 
become Muslims. The simplest solution is to recognize Islam for what it is - a system of 
salvation at the center of which is the Qur'an, which is functionally and effectively the 
word of God, entirely independent of what non-Muslims have to say about its truth 
claims. The Qur'an invites all humanity to respond to the call of God. It sees itself as 
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the latest and fullest testimony of God and the most direct expression of the divine 
purpose for humanity. This is a monumental truth-claim, and must be taken very seri¬ 
ously when studying the text. Readers will wish to keep this salient fact in mind because 
it goes far to explain the power of the Qur'an to command allegiance and serve as the 
effective constitution of entire Islamic societies. 

An understanding of the Qur'an is analogous to music appreciation, although 
saying so is by no means meant to trivialize the purpose or process of gaining that 
understanding. Muslims have a coherent worldview, one that originates from the 
Qur'an itself. To appreciate the Qur'an is to develop a sensitivity to the operation of 
the divine in a culture removed for centuries from the Euro-American world but now 
increasingly an integral part of it. One can only gain from such an understanding. 
Indeed, one can only be enriched by it, but only if one’s prejudices are first abandoned. 
The Qur'an is a world unto itself, a palatial architecture of meaning that is multidi¬ 
mensional and comprehends the totality of the human experience. On the moral and 
spiritual foundation of the Qur'an, an entire history and civilization has been built. The 
West can continue to clash with Islam - which is the religion of the Qur'an - or 
embrace it. 

To aclmowledge the beauty and depth of the Qur'an is not to convert to Islam, but 
to converse with it and with Muslims who are enlivened by it. Yes, the Qur'an is a text 
of monumental historical importance. But it may have an even greater contemporary 
relevance, for in an increasing number of Western nations the population of Muslims 
is beginning to surpass the number of Jews. Thus the religion of Islam is rapidly 
entrenching itself as a French religion, as part of UK society, as a feature of the 
Canadian mosaic, and as an essential element of the spiritual landscape of the United 
States. 

To know the Qur'an is to better prepare oneself for inevitable encounters with 
Muslims both in America and abroad - not as the exotic “other” somewhere in the 
distant Orient, but as the religion and way of life of our fellow compatriots at home - 
friends, neighbors and, through increasing religious intermarriage, that of our imme¬ 
diate and extended families. The events of September 11, 2001 have riveted world 
attention on Islam (albeit radical Islam). Sales of the Qur'an and texts on Islam have 
skyrocketed. 

For the non-Muslim, reading the Qur'an is an act of moderation, a significant form 
of communication, an act of intellectual and perhaps spiritual empathy, and, for some, 
a religious moment without a religious commitment, and a gesture of understanding. 
It is an act of humanity. Moreover, the Qur'an is a text of world-historical proportions 
that institutions of higher learning can scarcely afford to ignore, because our domes¬ 
tic life, as well as international affairs, will be increasingly informed by it. Discovering 
the Qur'an on a personal basis can be rewarding for its own sake. Studying the Qur'an 
will equip university students with a competence they are sure to find useful in an 
increasingly multicultural world, one-fifth of which is already under Islam’s spiritual, 
political, and cultural authority - with an even greater part of the world affected by it. 
The US courts have already weighed in on the University of North Carolina Qur'an con¬ 
troversy. While reading the Qur'an cannot be required, it is required reading for reli- 
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gious, political, cultural, and global literacy. In its own way, it is a democratic as well 
as academic enterprise. 
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CHAPTER 3 


Contextualizing 

Abdullah Saeed 


For many non-Muslims, and even Muslims who are not familiar with the Qur'an, 
reading it in translation or in the original Arabic and understanding it is a very diffi¬ 
cult task for a variety of reasons: lack of familiarity with the context of the Qur an; the 
time, place, people, and circumstances of the text, and the structure of the text provide 
barriers to immediate comprehension of its meaning. In the following discussion, I will 
rely largely on traditional Muslim accounts of the nature of the Qur'an, its structure, 
context, and understanding as well as the life of the prophet Muhammad. The broad 
features of these accounts are still generally accepted in Muslim communities across 
the world who share a common view (even if frequently unenunciated) on the context 
within which the Qur'an must be understood. 


The Broad Historical Context of the Qur’an 

The Qur'an is situated in the broader political, social, intellectual, and religious context 
of Arabia in general, and Mecca and Medina in particular, in the early seventh century 
CE. An understanding of the key aspects of this context will help the reader to make 
connections between the Qur'anic text and the environment that led to the emergence 
of the text. 


Great empires 

In the sixth century ce, much of the region we today call the Middle East was domi¬ 
nated by two great powers: the Byzantine Empire and the Sassanid Empire. Much of 
Arabia, however, except for the north and south, remained outside the direct influence 
of these two empires. Mecca, where Islam emerged, happened to be in the region where 
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the empires did not hold sway. The two empires had fought endless wars (directly or by 
proxy) and were still doing so in the early seventh century. 

The Byzantine Empire was on the whole Christian, the Sassanid Empire predomi¬ 
nantly Zoroastrian. However, Sassanids had in their midst a number of other religious 
traditions such as Judaism, Christianity, and Buddhism, Christians, Jews, and pagan 
communities were scattered throughout Arabia. Mecca itself was largely pagan; its 
people worshiped a large number of idols housed in the sanctuary Ka'ba (called “House 
of God”). However, a few people in Mecca shunned the worship of idols and believed in 
a supreme God. The interaction, through trade, of Meccans with adherents of religions 
such as Judaism and Christianity appears to have been common, particularly with com¬ 
munities in neighboring regions such as Yathrib (later known to be as Medina), which 
had three large Jewish tribes, and Abyssinia, which was largely Christian. 


Mecca: The birthplace of Islam 

In the early seventh century, Mecca was rather marginal. Apart from the importance 
some Arab pagans gave to the Ka'ba in Mecca and the caravan trade in which the 
Meccans were engaged, the town appears to have been insignificant. The people 
of Mecca were predominantly of one large tribe, the Quraysh, which was made up of 
several clans. Some clans were rich and powerful and dominated the political scene, 
while others took on the responsibility of looking after the sanctuary and its visitors. 
The affairs of Mecca were managed by a collective of influential elders and the rich 
through an informal consultative process. There was no ruler or a formal state. In 
general, the clan (a subset of the tribe) provided safety and security for its members. 
This custom dictated that when a person from a tribe or a clan was threatened, it was 
the duty of the entire tribe or clan to defend that person, if necessary by going to war. 

Life in Mecca and surrounding regions was harsh. The land was generally arid. No 
agriculture of note existed. While Mecca itself was a settled community, there were 
plenty of nomadic tribes around Mecca which were constantly on the move in search 
of water and vegetation for their animals, primarily camels and goats. Raids by one tribe 
on another were common. Settled communities had to enter into understandings and 
agreements with nomadic tribes to protect their communities and caravan trade from 
raids. Such unexpected raids and the insecurity associated therewith, coupled with the 
general hardships and uncertainties associated with life, gave the inhabitants a rather 
fatalistic view of the world. 

Education largely comprised basic skills in survival, in the use of armaments such 
as swords and arrows, and in camels and horse riding. Only a few people were literate. 
In Muslim tradition, Muhammad himself is considered to have been illiterate. Eor 
Muslims, the notion of an illiterate prophet provides strong support for the doctrine of 
the divine revelation of the Qur'an. If the prophet was unable to read or write, the argu¬ 
ment goes, he could not have composed a text such as the Qur an. 

However, the Meccans had a particular love of language. Poetry and poets 
were revered. Beautifully expressed language was considered the pinnacle of intel¬ 
lectual activity. At certain times of the year, competitions were held m Mecca and 
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surrounding regions for poets and orators. Only a few texts were written; these included 
the eloquently and beautifully expressed Arabic poetry. Several famous poems were 
reportedly written and displayed in important places like the Ka'ba. 

ft was in this environment that Muhammad began to preach his message in Mecca 
in 610ce. The Qur'an is connected to that context, and many Qur'anic texts reflect the 
realities of that context. Muslims in general prefer to ignore the matter of context and 
argue instead that a close connection between the Qur'anic text and its socio- 
historical context is not relevant to belief and interest in the Qur'an. However, under¬ 
standing the context helps us to understand why the Qur'an dealt with particular issues 
and why it emphasized certain issues over others at particular tunes. It dealt with prob¬ 
lems and issues that concerned the community. 

Related to this broad context is also the life of the prophet. Thus, a historical 
overview of the prophet’s life and of the early Muslim life would be helpful to the 
student of the Qur'an in making sense of the text. Without this basic framework, it is 
difficult to contextualize the Qur'an, 


Outline of Muhammad's Life as a Framework for 
Understanding the Qur'an 

Muhammad’s father died before he was born and his mother died before he was six. He 
was then looked after by his relatives: his grandfather until he was eight and thereafter 
his uncle, Abu 'Talib. At the age of twenty-five, he married Khadija, a wealthy widow 
of Mecca, and they lived together until her death. All of his children (except one) were 
borne by Khadija. He continued working in his wife’s business and lived an unre¬ 
markable life until the age of forty. Unlike his compatriots, Muhammad liked to spend 
time apart for reflection and meditation, often in a cave outside Mecca. Muslim 
tradition holds that it was during one of those retreats in a cave near Mecca that he 
experienced his first revelation in 610 ce. According to tradition, while in the cave, 
Muhammad heard a voice which commanded him to “read.” Three times the voice 
asked him to “read.” Each time, Muhammad replied by saying, “I cannot read.” The 
third time, the voice commanded him to utter the following: 

Recite: In the name of thy Lord who created, created man from a blood-clot. Recite: for thy 

Lord is Most Generous, who taught by the pen, taught man what he knew not. (Q 96:1-5) 

This was the first of the “revelations” which Muhammad received. In the Qur'an as we 
have it today, it is part of sura (chapter) 96 (verses 1-5). Initially, Muhammad was not 
sure what to make of this. In fear, he hurried to Mecca to his family. Khadija comforted 
him and later took him to one of her cousins, Waraqa, a Christian with knowledge of 
Christian scripture, who assured Muhammad that what he had received was similar to 
that which prophets before him had received: revelation from God. Over the first three 
years, Muhammad received more messages and began to teach them to his close friends 
and family. He then began to teach the message to the wider Meccan community. The 
initial message was that Meccans should accept that there was only one God, that this 
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God was the creator and sustainer of everything, and that Muhammad was sent by 
this God as a messenger to the Meccan people. These early messages also emphasized 
that Meccan people should be mindful of the needy and disadvantaged in their midst 
and that they should not forget the favors God had bestowed on them. 

Naturally, many were skeptical and refused to accept the teachings of Muhammad. 
However, a number of Muhammad’s relatives and close friends and some marginalized 
people in Mecca followed him. Slowly, his teaching began to be accepted, but his oppo¬ 
nents also began to work to marginalize him and put obstacles in his way by punish¬ 
ing those who followed him, particularly the slaves. Such persecution led Muhammad 
to instruct his small group of followers to flee Mecca and seek protection with the 
Christian ruler of Abyssinia, Negus, ft was under the protection of Negus that 
the first Muslim migrant community was able to practice its religion. 

After thirteen years of preaching in Mecca, Muhammad had been unable to con¬ 
vince the vast majority of Meccans to profess his new teachings. The tribes surround¬ 
ing Mecca also rejected him. But he managed to convince a few people from Yathrib 
(Medina), to the north of Mecca, to accept his teachings (fslam). These new converts 
promised Muhammad that, if he decided to leave Mecca and settle in Medina, they 
would protect him and support his work. Fortunately for Muhammad, a large number 
of Medinan people professed Islam readily and within a very short time. When his 
Meccan opponents began planning to kill Muhammad, he and his remaining followers 
fled to Medina and settled there. Of the five tribes in Medina (two non-Jewish, three 
Jewish), only the non-Jewish tribes professed Islam, fn Medina, Muhammad established 
the first Muslim “state,” which comprised Muslims from both Mecca and Medina. He 
concluded agreements with the Jewish tribes for the common defense of Medina against 
external threats, particularly from the Meccans. Muslims and Jews lived together peace¬ 
fully at first, but tensions began to emerge which led to the expulsion of the Jewish tribes 
from Medina within a few years of the prophet’s arrival. Much of the Qur’anic critique 
of Jews belongs to this period and particularly in relation to Jews in Medina. 

In Mecca, the opponents of the Muslims watched the new developments in Medina 
with increasing dismay. As Medina was not far from the caravan trade route to the 
north, Muslims could easily interfere with the trade activities of the Meccans. The first 
major conflict with the Meccans occurred in the second year after the migration (hijra) 
of the prophet and was closely associated with the attempt by Muslims to block the 
passage of a Meccan caravan returning from the north to Mecca. In this battle (named 
the “Battle of Badr”), the Muslims, although numerically smaller, defeated the 
Meccans. It was the first major victory for Muslims against their Meccan opponents. 
Thereafter, several military confrontations between the two groups occurred until the 
final occupation of Mecca by Muslim forces in the eighth year after hijra (630 ce). By 
the time Muhammad died in 11/632, Muslims had an established “state” and con¬ 
trolled much of Arabia, with their followers numbering, according to tradition, over 
100 , 000 , 

While the Qur’an does not provide a systematic narrative of Muhammad’s life or the 
life of his community, there are occasional references to both. In sura 105, reference is 
made to a group of people, called “Companions of the Elephant,” who reportedly came 
to attack Mecca, probably in the same year as Muhammad was born (5 70 or 5 71 ce). 
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Another short sura refers to the caravan trade of the Quraysh and their journeys in 
winter and summer to the north and south as part of that trade, and to how God pro¬ 
vided them with food and security. No details are given about the events; the emphasis 
is on the basic message that God was the one who protected Mecca from the attackers 
and that God bestowed favors on the Quraysh by facUitatmg their trade. The siJra reads 
as follows: 

For the covenants [of security and safeguard enjoyed] by the Quraysh. Their covenants 
[covering] journeys by winter and summer. Let them adore the Lord of this house, who 
provides them with food against hunger, and with security against fear [of danger]. 

This approach to historical events is quite consistent across the Qur'an. It is not par¬ 
ticularly interested in providing details of the time, place, characters, and circum¬ 
stances of events: it emphasizes only the point of the message. Even the prophet’s name 
Muhammad is mentioned only four times in the Qur'an. Often, he is referred to as the 
prophet (nabi) or messenger (rasul). Rarely does the Qur'an mention the names of 
Muhammad’s contemporaries. In one case, one of the opponents of Muhammad, his 
uncle Abu Lahab, is mentioned, in another, his adopted son Zayd. 


The Qur’an as "Revelation" in Arabic 

The Qur'an is the most sacred religious text for Muslims. It is the foundation of Islam 
and remains the primary source of guidance in all aspects of life: spiritual, legal, moral, 
political, economic, and social. It is considered to be the speech of God communicated 
to Muhammad (i.e. “revelation”) between 610 and 632 ce in Arabia. Many Muslim the¬ 
ologians believed that the most common form of the revelation of the Qur'an to the 
prophet was from God via the angel Gabriel. From their point of view, the angel brought 
the word of God to the prophet verbatim, in Arabic, the language that the prophet spoke 
(Q 26:195). The Qur'an stresses that the prophet was required only to receive the sacred 
text and that he had no authority to change it (Q 10:15). The Qur'an strongly denies 
that it is the speech or the ideas of the prophet or, indeed, of any other human being. 
It challenges those who consider it the speech of Muhammad to produce a book similar 
to it or even one sura like it (Q 2:23). The Qur'an affirms that the revelation came 
directly from God and in Arabic so that it would be without human-induced errors or 
inaccuracies: “Do they not consider the Qur'an [with care].? Had it been from any 
source other than God, they would surely have found therein much discrepancy” 
(Q4:82). 

For Muslims, the angel was entrusted with a direct message in Arabic, not simply 
with meanings and ideas. The revelation was intended to be comprehensible to ordi¬ 
nary people. The Qur'an says: “Verily this is a revelation from the Lord of the worlds: 
with it came down the spirit of faith and truth to your heart and mind, that you may 
admonish in the perspicuous Arabic tongue” (Q 26:192-5). Given that Muhammad’s 
own language was Arabic and the community to whom he began preaching his 
message was Arab, the religious text that he used to support his preaching was also in 
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Arabic. The Qur'an says that all prophets received their “revelations” or “scriptures” in 
their own language to facilitate communication with their communities. Although 
most Muslims today do not speak Arabic, they recite the Qur'an in Arabic. One of the 
first things that Muslims are taught from early childhood is how to recite the Qur'an 
in Arabic. 

For non-Muslims, perhaps, who do not relate to it in terms of faith, the Qur'an is 
just like any other text. To Muslims, however, the Qur'an is not just a text to be under¬ 
stood and read: it is also something to be listened to. The reciter of the Qur'an is an 
important figure in the Muslim community and his or her presence is sought eagerly 
for important celebrations or events. Qur'anic recitation is an art that is cultivated in 
Muslim seminaries and mosques. The voice of the reciter and the beauty of the recita¬ 
tions are equally appreciated by Muslims around the world (Sells 1999: 1-3). For 
devout Muslims, whether they understand the meaning of the recitation or not, there 
is something very moving about it. A person is attracted to it by simply listening to the 
beautiful voice of the reciter. Perhaps this can be compared to the culture of singing in 
Christianity. 

For Muslims, the voice captivates individuals and groups alike. In fact, recitation of 
the Qur'an on a daily basis is a common practice among devout Muslims. If they do 
not recite it themselves, they may malce an effort to listen to it. When Muslims listen to 
Qur'anic recitation they believe that they are hearing the word of God, through the 
voice of the reciter. The fact that many Muslims do not understand the meaning is of 
little importance or relevance to them. The main issue for them is that they are able to 
recite and listen to the word of God. 

Muslims believe that this extraordinary power of the word of God through the voice 
of the reciter was equally important in the early Islamic times during Muhammad’s 
time. In fact, one of the ways the prophet reportedly attracted a large number of 
Meccans to his mission was through the beautiful and powerful words of God that he 
recited to Meccan audiences. Given that the Meccans had, according to the tradition, 
an extraordinary sensitivity to beautiful words and language, they were captivated by 
the beauty of the Qur'an. Even the most ardent opponents of the prophet were said to 
have been captivated by its majestic power. One such enemy was ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, 
who converted to Islam and came to be one of the most influential Muslims after 
Muhammad. 


The Qur’an as Scripture 

There are several verses which appear to indicate that, during the time of Muhammad, 
the Qur'an came to be conceived of as scripture, not just spoken word. It thus became 
a book, a scripture (kitab) much like the earlier scriptures given to the prophets before 
Muhammad (Q 98:1-3): “God has sent down to you the book and wisdom and taught 
you what you Imew not before ” (Q 4:113: also see2:231:4:105). Certainly, the Qur' an 
considered itself as scripture or book: ‘And recite what has been revealed to thee of the 
book of thy Lord: none can change His words” (Q 18:2 7). This is reiterated in the verse: 
“We have revealed for you a book in which is a message for you” (Q 21:10). In fact, the 
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Qur'an uses kitab (“scripture”) to refer to itself more than seventy times in various con¬ 
texts, indicating that the concept of the Qur'an as a book or scripture was well estab¬ 
lished before Muhammad’s death in 11/632 (Q 2:176; 3:7; 4:105; 6:154-7; 16:64; 
29:47). However, it was not put together or compiled into one volume at that stage. 

At first, the Qur'an remained largely in the memories of Muhammad and his imme¬ 
diate followers (Imown as the “Companions”); but, immediately after the death of 
Muhammad in 632, a number of the followers began to think about “collecting” all the 
parts of the Qur'an into one volume to safeguard it against corruption and distortion. 
For Muslims, since the collection was completed very early on and in the presence of 
those who had witnessed the revelation and retained what had been revealed in their 
memory and in documents, there was the opportunity to prepare a historically reliable 
and accurate version. Those who were entrusted with the task of putting together the 
Qur'an, according to Muslim tradition, were a committee of senior companions 
who were among those most closely associated with the Qur'an during the time 
of Muhammad. 

Qne may wonder whether the collected material which now exists in the Qur'anic 
text represents the totality of what was revealed to the prophet. Whatever the actual 
case, for a Muslim, the Qur'an, as collected during the reign of ‘Uthman, represents the 
historical, authentic codification of the revelation. Any texts which may have been 
excluded from the final codified text of the Qur'an were not considered by those who 
compiled it to be essential parts of the text. The standard Sunni Muslim view is that 
such exclusions, if any, were based on Muhammad’s instructions. Early ShiT scholars 
expressed the view that certain texts that made references to the family of the prophet 
were excluded by the committee that compiled the Qur'an. Today, however, such views 
among the ShTites are not common and both the Sunnis and ShiTtes accept the 
Qur'anic text as it is. There are no different versions of the Qur'an today among 
Muslims. From a Muslim point of view, the authenticity and reliability of the codified 
text that became the basis of Islam is not to be seriously questioned, notwithstanding 
the arguments advanced by scholars such as Wansbrough (1977). 

Central Themes of the Qur’an 

The Qur'an deals with many themes but one theme that stands out is that of God and 
the relationship of God to human beings. All other issues revolve around this central 
theme. From the beginning, the Qur'an talked about God and God’s relationship to the 
creation of human beings and the universe in general. The Qur'an relied on the under¬ 
standing that pre-Islamic Arabs, including Meccans, had of God. References to God 
were not entirely foreign to those people. They knew of “God”; they had a sanctuary 
that was referred to as the “House of God” and they interacted with Christians and 
Jews, who talked about “God.” 

One God 

The Qur'an affirmed the existence of one God. It rejected the belief that there were 
many gods in addition to a higher god, as the Meccans believed. For the Meccan people, 
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the lesser gods functioned as intermediaries between the higher god and themselves. 
In the Qur'an, the one God is often referred to as Allah or is given other attributes such 
as the Merciful, the Compassionate, the Creator, the Sustainer, the Everlasting, the 
Omnipotent, the Just, the Revengeful, and the Wise. Muslim tradition records ninety- 
nine names or attributes of God, and these are widely used in the Qur'an. Despite these 
attributes, the Qur'an emphatically denies that there is any similarity or any likeness 
of God to anything which we can imagine or think of, while still using attributes that 
are understandable in the human context. Muslim theologians argued endlessly about 
this; one helpful view is that these attributes function like ideals or goals for human 
beings to aim at. For example, if God is forgiving, human beings should strive to adopt 
this value of forgiving. 

There is nothing that escapes God, who created everything and who sustains that 
creation. It is in God’s power to destroy everything and bring it back to life. Another 
associated theme is that God will bring all human beings back to life after they die and 
will judge them on the day of judgment. These ideas were particularly difficult for the 
Meccans, who often asked Muhammad rather despairingly how human beings could 
be brought back to life. With reference to this, the Qur'an says: “They [Meccans] 
say: ‘When we are bones and mortal remains, will we be raised up in some flesh 
creation.?’ ’’ (Q 17:49, 98). 


Spiritual beings 

The Qur'an acknowledges that there are other beings beside God that might be con¬ 
sidered spiritual, beings that we do not have any understanding or experience of, such 
as angels. Angels are referred to frequently in the Qur'an, and some of them are said 
to have specific functions, such as bringing revelation to prophets or forewarning of 
death. In fact, one of the six “pillars” of faith in Islam is a belief in angels. In one of the 
verses, the Qur'an makes this connection between belief in God and belief in angels: 
“The messenger [Muhammad] believes in what has been sent down to him from his 
Lord, and so do believers [Muslims]: everyone believes in God and His angels. His scrip¬ 
tures and His messengers [prophets]” (Q 2:285). 

Below the angels, there are other beings referred to as jinn. Unlike angels, these are 
beings that may or may not be obedient to God, There are many references to jinn, and 
sometimes jinn and human beings are referred to in the same verse. For example, Q 
51:56 says, “I have only created Jinn and human beings so they may worship me. ” From 
a Qur'anic point of view. Jinn are like human beings in terms of obedience or disobedi¬ 
ence to God but their nature is different. 


Satan as the symboi of evii 

The symbol of disobedience to God is Satan (Iblls), a figure seen by the Qur'an as a Jinn 
in origin but which somehow came to be associated with angels (Q 18:50). In the 
Qur'anic story of creation, at a certain point, God wanted to create a human being, 
called Adam. God informed the angels of this. Some angels protested and said that this 
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being would create havoc on earth. God rejected their arguments and created the being, 
known as Adam. God then asked all the angels to bow down to Adam. All the angels 
obeyed God, with the exception of Iblls (Satan), who objected to God’s command and 
argued that he, Iblls, was superior to Adam (Q 2:30-8). Iblls thus rebelled against God. 
God, however, gave him the opportunity to do whatever he wanted until the end of the 
time. As a result, according to Muslim belief, Iblls is engaged in leading human beings 
astray and away from God, a task he promised God that he would do. From the Qur’anic 
point of view, the force of good is God and the force of evil is Satan, and these two forces 
exist side by side. The Qur’an presents Satan as a perpetual force of evil until the end 
of the world as we Imow it. 


Creation of human beings and God’s guidance through prophets 

According to the Qur’an, once God had created the first human being, Adam, He pro¬ 
vided that human with a partner (Itnown in the Islamic tradition as Hawwa’ (Eve). The 
Qur’an accepts that Adam and his partner committed the sin of disobeying God by 
eating from a certain tree that was prohibited for them. For this, they were moved out 
of their abode, which the Qur’an calls ajanna (“garden”), into the mundane world. The 
Qur’an says that all people are descendants of Adam and Eve and thus form a single 
family. It also states that all people on earth receive God’s instructions or guidelines on 
how to live correctly in the world. These messages come through prophets and mes¬ 
sengers: some messengers receive revelation in the form of scriptures, others do not 
receive a formal revelation but are somehow “inspired.” According to tradition, there 
are thousands of prophets and messengers. However, only twenty-five are mentioned 
by name in the Qur’an, They include Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, 
Moses, Zachariah, David, Solomon, Jesus, and Muhammad. The Qur’anic view is that 
every community, without exception, had received “warners” (prophets and teachers) 
from God. The basic message they taught was that God is the creator and sustainer of 
the universe and that human beings should recognize this and lead an ethical and 
moral life. The Qur’an goes into some detail regarding Adam and the first human family, 
Noah and the great flood, Moses, Pharaoh and the children of Israel, Joseph and his 
time in Egypt, Jesus and his teachings and miracles, Mary and the birth of Jesus. The 
purpose of these accounts is not to provide a historical account of what happened with 
dates, place names, and people’s names. Instead, these stories are “addressed to the 
human soul. [They depict] in vivid terms the ups and downs, the trials and vicissitudes 
of the human soul in terms of accounts of bygone people which were not only 
true about such and such a people and time but concern the soul here and now” (Nasr 
1971: 51). 


Life after death 

The Qur’an talks about the hereafter and about issues related to life after death in great 
detail. From the Qur’anic point of view, while this world is important, what comes after 
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is more important because it is everlasting: it is then that the final fate of human beings 
will be decided. The world as we know it will come to an end. All human beings will be 
raised one day and be accountable for all their actions. On that day, God wUl judge 
between all people: those who followed God’s path will enter the “garden” or “paradise” 
(janna) and those who followed Satan’s path will enter “hell” (jahannam). Description of 
both paradise and hell are covered in many suras, particularly the Meccan. 


Moral and legal matters 

Another important theme of the Qur'an is law and related matters such as how the 
affairs of the Muslim community should be conducted. This includes how to worship 
God through prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage: marriage and divorce: the restriction of 
polygyny: the regulation of slavery: spending money to help the poor and needy: 
relations between the sexes: children and custody: punishment for crimes such as theft, 
murder, adultery, and slander: prohibition of gambling: war and peace: commercial 
transactions: inheritance. It also covers moral injunctions such as moderation in 
behavior, justice, fairness, forgiveness, honesty, kindness to one’s parents and relatives, 
generosity, and the keeping of promises. It warns against superstition, telling lies, 
malicious gossip, and spying. While references are made to legal and ethical-moral 
issues frequently, the Qur'an, according to Fazlur Rahman (1966: 37), “is primarily 
a book of religious and moral principles and exhortations, and is not a legal docu¬ 
ment. But it does embody some important legal enunciations issued during the 
community-state building process at Medina.” The number of legal verses in 
the Qur'an ranges from 100 to 500, depending on the definition of the term “legal,” 
which is a relatively small portion of the entire text of the Qur'an with its approximately 
6,300 verses. 


Understanding the Sura 

Books as we know them today often deal with one main topic only but are divided into 
sub-topics, which makes it relatively easy to follow the structure and argument of 
the book. However, the Qur'an is different. For the beginning student of the Qur'an, the 
topics it deals with can appear haphazardly ordered. Long suras usually jump from one 
topic to another, and it can be difficult to see the links between the topics. For example, 
the second sura of the Qur'an begins by referring to the Qur'an as a book about which 
there is no doubt and then listing the characteristics of the believers (Muslims). It then 
moves to an exposition of what it calls mundjiqun (“religious hypocrites”) in Medina and 
their attitudes towards Muslims. A. Yusuf Ali, whose translation of the meanings of the 
Qur'an is used widely today, provides a summary of key themes covered in sura 2: 

Verses 

1-29 Description of the three kinds of people (believers, religious hypocrites 

and unbelievers) 
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30-39 Story of creation of the first human being and his partner, the destiny 

intended for him, his fall and the hope held out to him 
40-86 Story of the Israelites and the privileges they received and how they 

responded to God’s call 

8 7-121 Moses, Jesus and their struggles with their people: the People of the Book 
(Jews and Christians) and their rejection of Muhammad 
122-141 Abraham, the father of Ishmael and Isaac, and the building of the Ka'ba 
(the sanctuary in Mecca) and the Abrahamic tradition 
142-167 The Ka'ba as the center of universal worship and the symbol of Islamic 
unity 

168-242 The Muslim umma (“community”) and ordinances for the social life of 
the community related to food and drink, bequests, fasting, war and 
peace, gambling, treatment of the disadvantaged; treatment of women 
243-253 Story of Goliath and David and of Jesus 

254-283 That true virtue lies in practical deeds of kindness and good faith 
255 God and throne 

284-286 Exhortation to faith, obedience, personal responsibility and prayer. 

While sura 2 is the longest and has many themes within it, the short suras usually deal 
with one matter only. An example of a short sura is Q 107: 

Have you seen someone who rejects religion.? That is the person who pushes the orphan 
aside and does not promote feeding the needy. It will be too bad for the prayerful who are 
absent-minded as they pray, who aim to be noticed, while they hold back contributions. 

(Q 107:1-7) 


Chronology of the verses in the sura 

The content of the siira (particularly the long ones) is not usually chronologically 
ordered. The verses of a sura may come from very different times of the prophetic 
mission, between 610 and 632 ce. While short suras are more likely to have been 
revealed as a unit at the same time, the verses of the long and medium-length suras 
may have come at different times. More problematic for the reader is that it is often dif¬ 
ficult to identify which parts of the sura were revealed when. When Muslims read a sura 
and attempt to understand what it says, they often do not think about when a partic¬ 
ular text was revealed and the reason for its revelation. Questions like these are of enor¬ 
mous importance for Muslim jurists but seem less so for ordinary Muslims. When they 
recite a particular sura, they would be more concerned about its broader message than 
any emphasis on when that message came, about whom or what. For the average 
Muslim, the Qur'an is, first and foremost, a sacred religious text, and the circumstances 
of its revelation are irrelevant. However, earlier Muslim scholars studied the Qur an 
and commented upon it, interpreted it, and made significant attempts at understand¬ 
ing when a particular siira or significant parts thereof were revealed. Thus the reader 
will find at the beginning of each siira a reference as to where the siira, or at least the 
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larger part of the sura, was revealed: Mecca or Medina. Understanding this helps situate 
the siira and its content in the timeframe of Muhammad’s mission. 


Early and later texts 

ft is important to note that the suras at the beginning of the Qur'an as it exists now are 
not necessarily from early in the prophet’s mission. The very early Qur'anic revelations 
are actually at the end of the Qur'anic text as we have it today. Most of the suras from 
the Meccan period deal with matters such as God as creator and sustainer, how human 
beings should be grateful to God and how they should relate to God. The early suras also 
address social justice issues, including the treatment of the poor and needy. They state 
that God has given many favors to the people of Mecca and the surrounding regions. 
The following is an example of one of the earliest suras (in Mecca), which reminds 
Muhammad of God’s favor towards him and the exhortation to help those in need: 

By the morning bright, and at night aU is stili. Your Lord has not forsaken you 
[Muhammad], nor is He annoyed. The hereafter will be even better for you than the first 
[Ufe] was. Your Lord wiU soon give you something which will leave you satisfied. Did He 
not find you an orphan and sheltered [you].? He found you lost and guided [you]. He found 
you destitute and made you rich. Thus the orphan must not be exploited; and the beggar 
should not be brushed aside. StUl teU about your Lord’s favor. (Q 93:1-LL) 

There are many references to past prophets and how their communities responded to 
the missions of those prophets, often as a form of consolation to Muhammad that what 
he was facing in Mecca was not unique. From a Qur'anic point of view, this is, in fact, 
the history of the confrontation between good and evil, between God’s guidance and 
Satan’s temptation. 

In the Medinan texts of the Qur'an, while these themes continue to an extent, much 
more emphasis is given to providing guidance to the prophet on managing a commu¬ 
nity in its legal, economic, and political spheres. Matters such as war and peace, and 
punishment for offences such as murder, theft, and adultery, come from the Medinan 
period. This is simply because, in Mecca, Muhammad and his small number of follow¬ 
ers had little influence politically and there was no possibility of establishing a Muslim 
“state” there; in Medina, however, the prophet and his followers from both Mecca and 
Medina formed the first Muslim “state, ” in which Muhammad functioned as both judge 
and political and military leader. There was also a small band of opponents called hyp¬ 
ocrites, from among Muslims and opposition from the Jewish community of Medina. 
Tensions between these groups and critiques of their beliefs and attitudes are promi¬ 
nently covered in the Medinan parts of the Qur'an. 


Shifts in voice 

In reading the suras, the beginner reader might find quite often the sudden shift in voice 
quite bewildering (Sells 1999: 20-1). Although throughout the Qur'an the speaker is 
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considered to be God, it is not clear when or for what purpose the speaker changes from 
the first person to the third person, and even to the second person. God is often referred 
to in the third person; for example: ‘Anyone who obeys God and His messenger will be 
admitted to gardens through which rivers flow, to live there for ever” (Q 4:13). At times. 
He is referred to in the first person singular: “I have only created yinn and human heings 
so they may worship Me” (Q 51:56), while at other times it is first person plural: “We 
shall test you with a bit of fear and hunger” (Q 2:155). At other times, God is referred 
to in the second person: “We worship Thee.” Confusion arises as a result of the use of 
the first person plural (We) to refer to God. “We” does not refer to a multiplicity of gods; 
rather, it is similar to the royal “We” used in English. 

The Qur'an takes it for granted that it is God who is speaking throughout and it 
rarely uses “God says.” Sometimes the text addresses the prophet directly: “0 prophet, 
heed God and do not obey disbelievers and hypocrites” (Q 33:1). At other times it 
addresses people in general: “0 people”; the “believers” (Muslims) or the “unbelievers”; 
or the “People of the Book.” Whatever the voice, it is always assumed that the message 
is from God through the medium of Muhammad. 

Understanding Parts of the Qur’an with the Help of 
Other Parts 

For Muslims, the Qur'an is a coherent whole with a unified purpose. This means that 
often difficult sections or verses of the Qur'an can be clarified in another part of the 
text. An ambiguous verse may have its explanation in another verse or verses. An issue 
raised by one verse may be elaborated on by another verse (Ibn Taymiyya 1392: 93). 
An example of an explanation of one verse by another is as follows. Q 2:37 states: 
“Thereupon Adam received words [of guidance] from his Sustainer, and He accepted 
his repentance: for verily. He alone is the Acceptor of repentance, the Dispenser of 
grace.” This verse indicates that Adam received certain “words” (kalimdt) from God. 
However, it does not elaborate on what these words were. This elaboration is provided 
by Q 7:23, which states: “The two [Adam and Eve] said: ‘Our Lord! We have wronged 
our own souls. If You do not forgive us, and do not bestow upon us Your mercy, we shall 
certainly be lost.’ ” 

Another form of explanation of one set of verses by others is related to cases where 
the Qur'an makes reference to a particular issue, event, or person in more than one 
place or siira. While for the novice this may seem to be repetition, the emphasis in 
each place is usually on a different aspect of the issue. To get a clearer picture of the 
issue at hand, it is important to bring together all the verses that deal with that issue. 
For instance, the Qur'an, on several occasions, refers to the “people of Thamud,” a 
northwestern Arabian people. Their story is scattered throughout the Qur'an: Q 
7:73-9:11:61-8: 26:141-59; 27:45-53: 51:43-5; 53:50-1; 54:23-31; 69:4-5: and 
91:11-15. Without bringing together all these verses from different sums it will be dif¬ 
ficult to get a clear picture of the scope of the Qur'an’s treatment of this issue. Even 
then, there may be significant gaps. Exegetes of the Qur'an usually go to external 
sources to fill in these gaps. They consult the Bible, for instance, on matters related to 
Moses or Jesus. 
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Muslim exegetical tradition mentions instances in which Muhammad explained 
certain parts of the Qur'an to his followers. According to the Qur'an, one of the func¬ 
tions of the prophet was to explain the text to the people: ‘And upon you have We 
bestowed from on high this reminder [Qur'an] so that you explain to the people what 
has been revealed to them” (Q 16:44). An example of Muhammad’s reported explana¬ 
tion is as follows. It is reported that Muhammad’s companions could not grasp what 
the Qur'an meant by “wrongdoing” (zulm) in the following verse: “Those who have 
attained to faith and who have not obscured their faith by wrongdoing (zulm) - it is they 
who shall be secure since it is they who have found the right path” (Q 6:82). The com¬ 
panions said to Muhammad, “Q messenger of God, who from among us has not com¬ 
mitted [any] wrong.?” The companions here appear to have understood zulm in its literal 
sense of wrongdoing. The prophet reportedly explained this by saying that “wrongdo¬ 
ing” here refers to “ascribing divine powers to beings other than God” as in Q 31:30 
(IbnHajar 1990-3:1, 123). 

Although questions related to the meaning of verses would have been directed to 
Muhammad, there is no indication that he held special sessions to expound the 
meaning of the Qur'an. The practice was ad hoc and depended entirely on circum¬ 
stances. The most common practice seems to have been that Muhammad simply recited 
to those present at the time what he received as revelation and assumed that they 
understood the text. Qf course, not all verses would have been equally understood by 
everyone, especially with regard to some metaphorical expressions. Most of the 
prophet’s interpretation to his followers was practical (indirect), rather than expository 
(direct). An indirect interpretation would be of the performance of salat, which the 
Qur'an commands Muslims to perform but does not give any details as to how this is 
to be accomplished. Muhammad taught Muslims how to perform salat in practice. In 
direct interpretation, what is noticeable is that his interpretation is generally in the form 
of “it means [such and such],” and the general meaning of the verse or phrase is then 
given. There is no philological, linguistic, or semantic analysis, which indicates that the 
prophet was more interested in conveying the practical implications of the Qur'an as 
it applied to a particular circumstance. 

Based on the two sources, the Qur'an and Muhammad’s guidance, Muslim scholars 
have developed a great number of Qur'anic exegetical works over the past 1,400 years. 
Some of these rely very heavily on the Qur'an and the reported explanations of 
Muhammad: others draw on a range of additional sources to expound the meanings 
of the Qur'an. Some have produced mystical, linguistic, literary, philosophical, theo¬ 
logical, or legal exegetical works. In the modern period, a rich array of exegetical works 
has been produced. 


Concluding Remarks 

This chapter aimed to provide an overview of some of the key ideas that may help in 
approaching the Qur'an and maldng some sense of it. Given that many students who 
are attempting to read the Qur'an today may or may not be Muslim, I have tried to 
be as neutral as possible in dealing with this topic while attempting to be as close as 
possible to mainstream Muslim positions. Readers may find elsewhere more detailed 
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expositions and critiques of Muslim positions on a range of issues covered in this 
chapter. For students who do not have advanced Arabic skills, there are many transla¬ 
tions of the Qur’an or, as Muslims would lilce to refer to them, “translations of the 
meanings of the Qur’an,” Even for a reader with advanced Arabic sldlls, the language 
of the Qur’an can be quite daunting, and an accessible translation with some com¬ 
mentary in English can be helpful. Some translations are accompanied by commentary 
in the form of extensive footnotes (as is the case with Muhammad Asad’s (1980) The 
Message of the Qur^an or A. Yusuf Alt’s (1934) The Holy Qur^an or Abu al-A‘la 
Mawdudi’s (1988) Towards Understanding the Qufdn, a popular modern commentary 
originally written in Urdu but translated into English), The quality and standard of the 
available English translations vary enormously. The search for the ideal translation goes 
on because most existing translations have their share of problems, ranging from accu¬ 
racy in rendering the meanings of the Arabic text to distortions that may occur as a 
result of the authors’ theological, sectarian, or religious disposition. For this reason, it 
is important for the beginning reader to have access to a good annotated bibliography 
of the translations of the Qur’an into English before deciding on which translation and 
commentary to use. 
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CHAPTER 4 


Linguistic Structure 

Salwa M. S. El-Awa 


Many non-Arabic-speaking readers of the Qur'an complain that they cannot under¬ 
stand the interrelations between the different parts of its long suras, and sometimes 
of its shorter suras as well. This does not come as a surprise to the Arabic-speaking 
reader of the same text. Though the latter is more familiar with the style of the Qur'an, 
she does not seem able to explain its textual relations more readily. The difference 
between the two readers, however, is that the non-Arabic-speaking reader struggles 
to understand the overall meaning of the sura and appreciate its textuality, whereas 
the Arabic-speaking reader seems happier and less lilcely to complain; to her, the 
meaning of the text is clear enough, and, therefore, the question of interrelations is not 
an urgent one. In this chapter, I will explain why these relations are problematic to 
readers of the Qur'an and propose an alternative approach to understanding them. In 
this introduction, I will shed light on some of the general problems in understanding 
the structure of the Qur'anic text and the main viewpoints from which they can be 
addressed. In the second section I will follow the development of these approaches 
throughout the history of Qur'anic studies. I will then discuss from a text-analytical 
point of view why textual relations are a problem in the Qur'anic text. Finally, 
I will propose a new framework for understanding these relations rooted in an appre¬ 
ciation of the role of context in explaining the structure and the meaning of 
the text. 


The Problem 

The following example demonstrates the problem; it is composed of the three middle 
sections of a relatively short Qur'anic sura (Q 75). The numbers preceding each line are 
the verse numbers. A reading of this text shows that, contrary to what would normally 
be expected from three consecutive parts of one text, these sections do not form a unit, 
nor do they display any obvious connectivity/coherence. 
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14 But man is a witness against himself. 

15 Even though he might tender his excuses. 

16 Move not your tongue to hasten with it. 

17 Verily, upon Us is its gathering and its recitation. 

18 Thus, when We recite it follow its recitation. 

19 And then, verily, it is upon Us to clarify it. 

20 No indeed. But you love the world that hastens away, 

21 and you forsake the hereafter. 

22 Faces will on that day be radiant, 

23 gazing to their Lord. 

24 And faces will on that day be scowling, 

25 knowing that a backbreaking is about to befall them. 

The following are only some of the questions that would occur to the non-Arabic- 
speaking reader of this text: 

1 What is the relation between the first and the second sections.? The second 
section seems to be completely unconnected; it has no semantic or gram¬ 
matical connection with the surrounding sections. 

2 Is it possible, given the history of the text, that this section has been 
misplaced.? 

3 Who is the addressee of the second section.? Is it the same as the addressee of 
the third section.? The third section begins with what seems to be an answer 
to a question. What is that question and where is it.? 

These questions are divided into three groups. This division corresponds to three very 
common ways in which people tend to thinlc of text structure. The questions in the first 
group tackle the problem from a thematic viewpoint. They try to find a common theme 
that links the three sections together and then come up with one topic that could 
include the three sections together as parts of one large unit of meaning, or, perhaps, 
three closely related topics, through whose relation one can justify the arrangement of 
the three sections one after the other. In the case of this particular text, many readers 
who have attempted to explain it from thematic viewpoints have failed. Although one 
may find a possible relation between the first and third sections, there seems to be no 
obvious reason why the second section should be where it is. Why should a section 
about man trying to find excuses for his deeds be followed immediately by a section on 
the revelation of the Qur’an and the manner of its recitation, followed by a third 
on how people will look on judgment day.? 

Around the middle of the last century, this approach to the study of the structure of 
the Qur’an became very popular in the Muslim world thanks to the works of two promi¬ 
nent exegetes who published two full commentaries trying to discover a thematic unity 
in each and every siira of the Qur’an. The outcome of their works will be discussed in 
a later section of this chapter. Meanwhile, we continue to consider other angles from 
which this problem might be tackled. 
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The second group of questions suggests that it is not right to place the second section 
where it is. Fundamentally, this suggestion has to do with our existing information 
about the text’s history. If people did not know, for example, about the difficulties the 
Arabs had in finding writing materials, or if they knew more facts about text memo¬ 
rization in early oral cultures, perhaps this kind of question would not be asked in 
exactly the way it is. Our knowledge or lack of Imowledge of the text’s history deter¬ 
mines to a large extent what questions we feel we can ask about its composition and 
structure. The fact that the text has been revealed (according to Muslims)/composed 
(according to non-Muslims) over a period of some twenty-three years, and that the final 
written codex was not completed and made official for more than a decade after the 
death of Muhammad, have influenced the way researchers have approached the prob¬ 
lems they encounter when trying to understand the structure of the text. This associ¬ 
ation has led a number of scholars to attempt a rearrangement of the Qur’an according 
to the historical order of the revelations (i,e. trying to produce a sequence by which 
verses revealed earlier were placed first and the later ones placed after them and so on). 
In spite of the interesting and useful insights into the stylistic differences between the 
earlier and the later sums which Ndldeke’s work (1909-38) contains, and the more the¬ 
matically coherent text and the lengthy notes on style and grammatical problems in 
BeU’s critical rearrangement of the Qur’an (1937-9), such attempts have been largely 
unsuccessful. The fact of the matter is, they do not solve the central problem in response 
to which they were written: they do not make reading the Qur’an and understanding 
its structure any easier. 

Another problem with this approach, which would perhaps be more important to a 
structuralist text critic, is that this type of question undermines the text’s authority as 
an independent piece of writing that should be understood and studied on its own 
merits and sets a limit on the interpreter’s ability to explain the text in ways beyond the 
obvious. It implies a suggestion that the text as it stands now should be dismissed and 
replaced by another with a different arrangement. Modern text critics cannot welcome 
such a suggestion. In this day and age, when a postmodern poem does not make much 
sense in terms of the relations between its lines, or when a few pages of a novel contain 
a description of a fictional character that is to appear only in the last chapter, critics do 
not wonder whether a huge mistake has taken place during the editing process. Instead, 
they engage in an active process of interpretation, aiming to come as close as possible 
to the intended meaning and purpose of the unusual style. 

For all the reasons discussed above, and with the growing interest in structuralism 
as a literary approach that could benefit the study of the Qur’an as a text, this approach 
did not develop much after the second third of the last century. Instead, scholars redi¬ 
rected their efforts towards the study of the Qur’an as a literary text using tools derived 
from both linguistics and literary criticism, 

I now turn to the third group of questions, which focuses mainly on the linguistic 
structure of the text. It tries to find in the linguistic components of the three sections 
some indicators as to what might be the relations between the different parts of the 
text. Various grammatical and non-grammatical elements influence our understand¬ 
ing of text structure. In the case of this text, pronouns were questioned. Pronouns are 
words that writers use to refer to other entities known to the recipient of the text (either 
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by having been mentioned in previous parts of the text or from the extra-linguistic 
context). When recipients find it difficult to work out what the references of the pro¬ 
nouns are, they feel that the text is ambiguous or incoherent. Talce, for example, the 
question about the addressees of sections two and three above. There are no explicit 
referents to the addressee pronouns in either section. However, because one expects 
that a pronoun must have a referent, the reader tries to search for any clues as to who 
might be the addressees of the two sections, and whether they could be the same 
person. The addressee of section two is instructed to read the Qur’an slowly, specifically, 
not to “hasten” in its recitation. The addressee of section three, on the other hand, is 
rebuked for loving the world which “hastens” away. Could this be an indicator that the 
two pronouns refer to the same person.? Might it be a person whose haste in recitation 
is just a symptom of his love of this world and impatience which leads him to forsake 
the hereafter.? 

In this particular case, this question can be partly answered by reference to the 
Arabic origin of the text where we find that the addressee of section two is in the sin¬ 
gular and of section three in the plural (which some translations have indicated by use 
of the old English versions of the pronoun which retain the distinction between singu¬ 
lar and plural). However, establishing that the addressees of the two sections are dif¬ 
ferent does not solve the problem; it only sends us back to square one where we did not 
Imow who is addressed by each section because the pronoun reference is not clear, and 
where there was no indication of what finks the two sections together.^ 

One element, however, can help us to explore more possible answers to all the above 
questions. In reading the discussions above, it will have been noticed that there were 
several items of information whose absence from my discussions has possibly added to 
the complexity of the matter, and if they were to be borne in mind perhaps the case 
would not have been as problematic as it now appears to be. In general, could it be pos¬ 
sible that reading these textual relations would have been easier if the whole of the sura 
were available to us and used to support the various elements in the discussion.? For 
example, verse 14 begins with a “but” indicating contradiction with a previous state¬ 
ment to which we have no access in this reading. Similarly, it is possible that there is a 
story behind those instructions on the manner of recitation which, if we knew it, might 
shed some light on the reason why verses 16-19 are placed where they are. 

Now that I have given an overview of the type of problems that the study of textual 
relations involves, and before I begin analyzing some examples from the text to show 
how these problems occur, I shall briefly review the ways in which scholars have 
approached Qur’anic textual relations from the early days of Qur’anic studies up to the 
present day. 


Previous Works 

Scholarly interest in understanding the structure of the Qur’an goes back to the early 
stages of Qur’anic studies and the so-called “golden age of Islamic scholarship,” The 
earliest work known to us which emphasizes the textual relations element of the 
meaning of the Qur’an is the substantial commentary Mafatih al-Ghayb by Faldir 
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al-DIn al-RazI (d. 606/1209). His work is representative of the way in which scholars 
thought of textual relations at the time, which is best described as “linear.” At every 
point where a change of subject matter talces place, al-RazI tries to explain the relations 
between the subject matter of the preceding and the following section, at times on a 
broad thematic basis and, at others, by trying to find a hidden clue, thematic or lin¬ 
guistic, to a link between the sections. He applies this method throughout the entire 
Qur'an. At the end of each sura, he searches for an explanation of the relation between 
the last verse of the sura and the first of the following one and so on, through to the 
last verse of the last sura. This forms a long line of relations linking Qur'anic verses 
like a chain in which some links are bigger than others, according to the different 
lengths of the sections. Since the section division itself was arbitrary, as the borderlines 
between them are often not clear-cut, different scholars would apply different divisions 
to the siiras and hence the same verse does not belong to the same section in every 
commentary. 

Although the explanations in these commentaries are diverse and interesting, they 
remain intuitive and individual. Each commentator had his own different interpreta¬ 
tions of the relations between sections, based on his personal understanding of siiras 
and influenced by his political or religious affinity, which only proved that these rela¬ 
tions were indeed ambiguous and in need of a more rigorous approach to unravel them. 
The efforts of the early commentators have therefore remained unhelpful for the 
modern day reader, especially in terms of their methodology, and have left modern 
scholars with more or less the same problem as that with which their predecessors had 
to deal. 

In the 1950s two scholars, one in the Indian Subcontinent and one in the Middle 
East, wrote two very similar commentaries on the Qur'an with a focus on interrelations 
and structures of siiras. Preoccupied with the then popular idea in literary theory that 
the text has to possess “organic unity” in order for it to possess textuality and be of a 
literary quality, the two scholars have come up with the idea of a core theme that links 
the seemingly unrelated passages of a given siira. According to Amin Ahsan Islahl of 
Pakistan (b. 1906, d. 1997) and Sayyid Qutb of Egypt (d. 1966), each Qur'anic siira 
has a central idea as its unique message and around this idea every theme or topic 
within the siira evolves: to elaborate, detail, exemplify, or explain. 

Islahl refers to this idea as an amiid (pillar) and Qutb uses mihwar (axis), and it would 
usually be one of the ideas central to the message of Islam. It is irrelevant where in the 
siira the verses expressing the central idea occur. It is the work of the interpreter to read, 
reread and reflect on the meanings of the different sections until she has found out what 
the 'amud/mihwar is. It is also the interpreter’s work to decide what the sections are, 
where they begin and where they end. What did not seem to be one of the aims was 
the establishment of a new structure for the sura, one that corresponds to the location 
of the amiid section and organization of the remaining sections around it. That 
remained random, or at least, linear. 

These two scholars endeavor to explain every single passage of each sura in relation 
to what they presume is the central idea. In addition to deep reflection on the mean¬ 
ings of verses and siiras, the two scholars suggest some methodological principles 
to guide the work of the interpreter. Islahl, following on the work of his teacher 
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Imam Farahl (d. 1930), stipulates six principles as grounding for any legitimate inter¬ 
pretation; they are listed in Mir (1986). Qutb, on the other hand, emphasizes the 
significant role of context, which is also one of Islahl’s principles, in understanding 
the Qur'anic text. 

The works of these two scholars have paved the way for today’s scholars to begin 
their postmodern search for Qur’anic textual relations with two very important ground 
rules in mind: (a) context plays a vital role in understanding the text of the Qur an 
and therefore should be carefully considered when trying to study any aspect of its 
meaning; and (b) sums consist of passages, not only verses. The borders between 
passages are arbitrary but are possible to determine. 

Two tasks have thus been set for today’s scholars searching for and trying to unravel 
Qur'anic textual relations: to establish a methodologically profound argument for 
section divisions of suras and to try to explain the relations between these sections 
within context on rigorous theoretical grounds. 

In the last two decades scholars have begun their search for identifiable thematic 
borders and points of intersection within the long suras. Neuwirth (1981) pioneered 
the explicit theoretical discussion of the division of Meccan suras into distinctive sub¬ 
jects. Robinson (1996; 2000; 2001) applied a modified version of Islahl’s theory to sura 
2, and later analyzed the section division of suras 6 and 23, producing a more linguis¬ 
tically and contextually aware explanation of section divisions and textual relations in 
the three suras. Zahniser (2000) with special interest in suras 2 and 4, and with refer¬ 
ence to Robinson’s and Islahi’s works, scrutinizes their section divisions, proposing new 
structures to the suras and making some enlightening remarks on patterns and markers 
of section divisions. 

El-Awa (2005) works on the same issue with an analysis of suras 33 and 75 in an 
attempt to propose a theoretical framework for an interpretation based on under¬ 
standing the mutual role of the passages as context to each other, focusing once again 
on trying to find more definitive markers of beginnings and ends of sections and, in 
doing so, adding a number of indicators to Zahniser’s list and introducing a new lin¬ 
guistic framework for explaining Qur'anic textual relations. The structure of suras sug¬ 
gested by this work is more an interwoven fabric than a chain of topics or a core around 
which various objects revolve. 


A New View of Qur’anic Structure 

The matter of connectivity between parts of the multiple-theme Qur'anic suras has 
been a problem for scholars and commentators throughout the centuries. In their 
endeavor to find a suitable explanation for this problem, their main preoccupation 
has been the apparent disconnectivity of passages covering variant topics. They have 
tried to explain the structure of the Qur'an in such a way that this appearance of 
disconnectivity would be removed, on the assumption that disconnectivity is a form 
of deficiency in literary texts. 

In the rest of this chapter I want to move from this point of view to another. I want 
to establish by linguistic analysis that (a) the Qur'anic suras are composed of struc- 
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turally independent (or disconnected) units and (b) that this characteristic does not 
really pose any threat to the perception of the Qur'an as a highly literary text, nor does 
it affect communication of its message. Before 1 do so, however, it is important to define 
the units of the Qur'anic discourse that I shall be discussing here. The peculiar format 
of the Qur'an in sums rather than chapters, and those suras being composed of 
strings of verses with hardly any punctuation marks, rather than clearly defined para¬ 
graphs or sections, malces the question of connectivity between the elements a highly 
complicated one; it involves more than simply the question of the overall coherence of 
the text. One needs to Imow what the relations between those strings of sentences are, 
how they are represented, and what the role is of each one of them in forming the 
overall message of the sura.^ 

In what follows, I shall focus on textual relations between verses in the Qur'anic sura 
as they appear in their text; I shall not try to group them in sections or paragraphs. 
The aim is to show, by close examination, a special characteristic of sentence structure 
in the Qur'an, and then to suggest that the same applies to units larger than a 
sentence.^ Equally, verses that are composed of units smaller than the sentence are not 
discussed here. 


Textual relations 

Text is composed of linguistic units of various lengths, the smallest unit being a word 
and the largest being a text. A number of words linked together make a sentence; 
a number of sentences normally make a paragraph; a number of paragraphs make 
the text. 

Sentences within paragraphs, and paragraphs within texts, are usually expected 
to have some kind of connection with each other. This connection may be semantic, 
structural/grammatical, or both. When the relation between two units (sentences or 
paragraphs) is expressed physically, in actual words or marks (such as punctuation 
marks that act as connectives), I will refer to it as “structural.” Connectives indicate to 
the reader what the author of the text thinks the relation between the two units is. 
On the other hand, when no such indicator is apparent in the text and the relation can 
be understood only from the meaning, I will refer to it as “semantic.” Sometimes the 
two types of relations are combined, and sometimes they are not. Our understanding 
of textual relations in a given text is based on observation and understanding of these 
two types of relations. 

There are four logical possibilities for these two types of relations working together 
within text. A relation between two units may be evident in the explicit words and 
meanings of the two units; or it may be evident in either of them; or it may be unclear 
in either of them. Thus, I divide these four possibilities into four categories, each rep¬ 
resenting one possibility. In the following four sections I will show how such relations 
are formed and discuss their effect on the recipients’ understanding of textual relations. 
I will use a variety of examples from everyday conversation, literary texts and the 
Qur'an. It is important to bear in mind that the majority of textual-relation problems 
arise when the relation is not clear between two sentences that come at the point of 
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thematic transition. Since the aim of this chapter is to examine the causes of the 
problem and how it occurs from a linguistic point of view, and in order to avoid 
the added complexity of the question of where sections actually begin and end, simple 
examples from any location in the text suffice to illustrate the situation. The analysis 
and the problems, however, apply to points of transition between sections and themes 
as much as they apply to any two sentences in the text. 


Semantic and structural connectedness 

The first category of relations I introduce here is that of semantic and structural con¬ 
nectedness, which is where both the meaning and the connectives work together to 
indicate the relation between two sentences. When sentences are linked together using 
cohesive ties, such as “and” or “therefore,” they are grammatically connected; there is 
a clear relation between them and one or more words are used to indicate this relation. 
Such words are known in general linguistics as cohesive ties and they create structural 
connectivity. Without cohesive ties sentence relations might not be equally clear to 
all readers. 

Consider the following examples: 

Sentence 1 Ahmad is the taller. 

Sentence 2 He is six feet tall. 

The two sentences are full grammatical sentences and can be used completely inde¬ 
pendently of one another. We may understand sentence 1 with reference to two persons 
indicated by the speaker in a context where both the hearer and the speaker know who 
the second person is, and where “he” in sentence 2 is a reference to a third person, 
outside the comparison in sentence 1, who is six feet tall. In this case, the two sentences 
are not at all connected and so are unconnected grammatically and semantically. 

However, we may think of another scenario in which the two sentences are used in 
connection with one another, if “he” in sentence 2 is understood to be a reference to 
Ahmad, the subject of sentence 1, in which case we assume that the height of the 
second person is known to both the speaker and the hearer and is less than six feet. 

A writer using the two sentences may wish to make sure the relation between 
the two sentences is clear to all readers beyond doubt, by using the word “as” in the 
function of a cohesive tie: 

Sentence 3 Ahmad is the taller as he is six feet tall. 

Or, he could do so by using the semi-colon: 

Sentence 4 Ahmad is the taller; he is six feet tall. 

In both sentences 3 and 4 the cohesive tie used indicates that the pronoun “he” must 
be a reference to the noun at the beginning of the first sentence, and so the two 
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sentences are seen as dependent both in terms of their meanings and their grammati¬ 
cal structure. 

This type of structure is often used in the Qur’an, but is not the most common 
category of cross-sentence relations in the Qur’an, ft is more common within long 
verses than across verses.Consider the following example (Q 2:5): 

They are foUowing guidance from their Lord 

And they are the ones who will prosper. 

The use of the conjunction “and” (wdw) before the second sentence indicates that the 
two occurrences of the pronoun “they” (ulaika) refer to the same people. However, an 
additional aspect of the relations between the two sentences may be inferred. The 
second sentence may be a consequence of the first. Those who follow the guidance from 
God are those who will succeed. Their success follows from their choice to follow the 
guidance, rather than just being an accidental conjunct/coordinate as would be indi¬ 
cated without the inference of this additional connotation of the relation. Accordingly, 
the wdw (“and”) in this context means “so” or “therefore.” 

However, this example, in spite of the ambiguity of the relation resulting from 
the choice of wdw here, does not seriously hinder the understanding of the broad 
textual relations in the sura because this verse occurs in the middle of a passage that 
is coherent overall. When such connectivity is apparent, whether in the middle or 
on the borders of passages, textual relations are not normally problematic for the 
reader. It is when the connection is between two consecutive sentences, each falling 
on the border of a passage, which have no apparent relation, either structurally or 
semantically or both, that the recipient fails to work out why one of those passages 
should follow the other. The discussions of the following two categories show how 
this happens. 


Semantic and structural disconnectivity 

The second category is opposite to the first, focusing on disconnectivity. When two dif¬ 
ferent sentences are grammatically unconnected and when their meanings are not 
clearly related, they are considered to be semantically and structurally disconnected. 

If a sentence is part of a text with which the reader cannot see its connection, either 
grammatical or semantic, it is thought to be incoherent with the text. This is similar to 
the case of the second section of the siira discussed at the beginning of this chapter. 
However, there might be some more obscure semantic relation(s) holding between such 
a sentence and the text to which it belongs. In that case, it is said that the meaning of 
this relation is open to interpretation. This feature is more common in literary language. 
However, if the relation is too hard to work out, it is often thought that the text is 
incoherent. Applying this to my initial example, it is clear that verse 16 has no appar¬ 
ent connection with verse 15, and verse 19 has no apparent connection with verse 
20. The two sections as a whole have neither a structural nor a semantic relation 
between them. 
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15 Even though he might tender his excuses. 

16 Move not your tongue to hasten with it. 

17 Verily, upon Us is its gathering and its recitation. 

18 Thus, when We recite it follow its recitation. 

19 And then, verily, it is upon Us to clarify it. 

20 No indeed. But you love the world that hastens away. 

It is useful in such cases to consider the overall meaning of a number of verses belong¬ 
ing to one section as one proposition expressed by this section, then to look for a possi¬ 
ble semantic relation. But when a relation cannot be found, textual relations between 
those sentences are deemed problematic. 


Semantic connectivity and structurai disconnectivity 

The third category is when the semantic relation between two sentences, paragraphs, 
or sections of a text is apparent but without any physical indication of this relation, 
that is, they are semantically related but structurally unrelated. In such cases, context 
is used to infer the relation between the two. 

Consider the following example from a poem by Ott (1998): 

Sentence 5 Look into my eyes. 

Sentence 6 The same gradual fire. 

Sentences 5 and 6 are two lines of a postmodern poem. Sentence 5 ends with a full stop 
indicating structural discontinuity. However, the reader is inclined to draw a relation 
between the two sentences on the basis of several items of Information drawn from 
outside the actual words of the text: 

a Seeing fire in someone’s eyes is a common metaphor to indicate anger or other 
feelings; 

b The invitation to look into the speaker’s eyes in sentence 5 must be to see 
something unusual in those eyes. People do not normally ask one another to 
look into their eyes for no reason. Sentence 6 provides a reason: the speaker 
wants the addressee to see the fire in her eyes; 

c Usually when two sentences are placed one after the other, recipients assume 
this particular arrangement must be due to their being related, particularly if 
there is no clear indication that the intention is otherwise. 

For all these reasons, and perhaps there may be others too, one is entitled to think 
that sentence 6 comes by way of explanation of what is to be seen in the eyes of the 
speaker if the addressee agrees to the request made in sentence 5. On the other hand, 
it is possible that a different interpretation of the poem may explain the relation differ- 
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ently and even reach the conclusion that there is no such direct relation between the 
two sentences.^ 

It is not unusual to see this type of structure interpreted into a variety of meanings, 
since the author has, probably deliberately, not included within the text a clear indica¬ 
tion of what the particular relation between the consecutive units of text is. Because 
different readers process the text using different sets of assumptions, in the absence of 
any guidance from the text it is to be expected that they would arrive at different inter¬ 
pretations. Thus, the meaning of this kind of structure is inherently ambiguous. 

This type of semantic relatedness and structural disconnectivity is the most common 
type of relations in the Qur'anic text: many of the problems in the study of Qur anic 
textual relations are due to the inherently ambiguous nature of this Idnd of structure. 
Consider the following Qur'anic example which occurs at a point of thematic transi¬ 
tion in sum 2 (Q 2:5-6): 

5 They are following guidance from their Lord and they are the ones who wUl prosper. 

6 Those who disbelieve, verily, it makes no difference whether you warn them or not: 
they will not believe. 

Verse 5 is the end of the introductory section (verses 2-5), and verse 6 is the intro¬ 
ductory verse of the second section of the sura with an apparently new topic of the dis¬ 
believers.® There are no words to indicate a direct connection between the two sections 
or direct the reader to the type of relation intended. On the contrary, verse 6 begins 
with a “separator,” inna, rather than a connective. Inna is a sentence initial introduc¬ 
ing a new subject and emphasizing the information content that is to follow. 

However, the relation between the two sections is not seen as a problematic relation 
because there is a semantic connection holding the meanings of the two sections 
together. The first section spealcs of the believers who accept the guidance of the Qur'an 
and the next speaks of the unbelievers who do not do so. By way of comparison between 
two kinds of people, the logical relation between the two different sections has been 
made clear and placement of the two as consecutive sections has been justified.^ As the 
following sections of the sura unfold, this understanding of the relation is consolidated. 


Semantic disconnectivity and structural connectivity 

The fourth logical type of textual relations is where structural connectedness exists 
but with no obvious semantic relation. According to the function of cohesive ties as 
indicators of semantic connectedness, it would be against the principles of communi¬ 
cation to add a physical link between things that have no relation whatsoever. 
However, in some cases a connective is used, presumably indicating the existence of a 
semantic relation, where the semantic relation it indicates is not obvious. In this case, 
it is to be assumed that the linguistic connective is added to indicate to recipients that 
there is some fine relation between the two sentences but it is for the recipient to work 
it out. 

Consider this example from Q 110:2-3. 
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2 When you see people embracing God’s faith in crowds 

3 then, celebrate the praise of your Lord and ask His forgiveness: He is always ready to 
accept repentance. 

The relation in question is that between seeing people embrace God’s faith (verse 2) 
on the one hand, and asking the Lord’s forgiveness (verse 3) on the other. Grammati¬ 
cally, the two sentences are connected by the use of “when” (idha) and “then” (fa), a 
grammatical structure that indicates the second sentence is a consequence of the first. 
But this connection is not very clear from the meaning of the two sentences; in the 
recipient’s mind, seeing people embrace faith is not normally something that people 
would respond to by asking God’s forgiveness. Religious people would ask for God’s for¬ 
giveness when they commit a sin, not when they see other religious people. 

I assume that it is because of this lack of clarity in the relation between the two sen¬ 
tences that commentators have often associated this sura with a report that when Abu 
Bakr (Muhammad’s companion and friend) heard this sura for the first time as a new 
revelation, he considered it an indication that the prophet would soon die. If the tradi¬ 
tion is true, Abu Bakr’s assumption would be based on establishing the missing seman¬ 
tic relation between the two sentences as follows: 

a The fact that crowds of people had started to embrace Islam indicates com¬ 
pletion of the prophet’s mission; 

b It is near their death that religious people tend to ask intensely for God’s 
forgiveness; 

Conclusion: 

c If the prophet’s career has come to an end, and he is being asked to ask God 
for forgiveness, it must mean he is going to die soon. 

It is by working out which assumptions to use to fill the gaps between the meanings 
of the different sentences that one can make some sense of relatedness between them 
and hence justify their arrangement. However, if one fails to work out such helpful 
assumptions, relations between the sentences in similar structures remain highly 
problematic. 

The reason for the ambiguity of Qur’anic textual relations is therefore assumed to 
be that most of them belong to the second and third categories: they encompass com¬ 
plete and independent units of meaning lined up one after the other with few gram¬ 
matical connectives, and with relations between those complete units of meaning that 
are not always straightforward and easy to work out. 

Table 4.1 shows the four types of possible relations between sentences and their 
effects on recipients’ understanding of textual relations. 


Relevance 

In the above discussions and examples I have shown that a Qur’anic sura is composed 
of separate linguistic units whose relations are not always obvious, and have discussed 
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Table 4.1 General categories of textual relations 



Structural relation 

Semantic relation 

Textual relations 

1 Semantically 
related and 
structurally 
connected 

Yes 

Yes 

Clear except 
when the 

connective is 
ambiguous 

2 Semantically 
unrelated and 
structurally 
disconnected 

No 

No 

Problematic 

3 Semantically 
related and 
structurally 
disconnected 

Yes 

No 

Possibly 

ambiguous 

4 Semantically 
unrelated and 
structurally 
connected 

No 

Yes 

Problematic 


a number of possible reasons for this lack of clarity. This now raises the question: how 
do such separate units make sense together in order to communicate the intended 
message of the text.? 

In order to answer this question I shall draw on a number of tenets from Pragmat¬ 
ics, the discipline dealing with the non-linguistic aspects of a text’s meaning.* 


Sentence meaning and the intended meaning 

A central problem for the study of meaning is that sentence meaning vastly undermines 
a speaker’s meaning. What this means is that the intended meanings of text are not 
understood simply by worldng out what the meanings of its units are. In fact, in most 
cases, the meanings of the words are only a very small aspect of the message commu¬ 
nicated. Take for example the following sentence: 

Sentence 7 It is raining. 

There are many cases in which sentence 7 would not be taken as merely informative of 
the fact that it is raining. For example, if the speaker and the addressee were planning 
a picnic, the intended meaning would not he just to inform the hearer of the state of 
affairs that it is raining. Instead, it could be: 


Sentence 7a The picnic will have to be cancelled. 
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In another scenario, if the speaker is responding by sentence 7 to sentence 8 below: 

Sentence 8 I do not need to take my umbrella with me. 

The intended meaning of sentence 7 would in this case be: 

Sentence 7b Yes, you do need to talce your umbrella with you. 

Which is not what the words of the sentence say. Sentence 7, with its two scenarios, 
represents many other sentences that we use, hear, and read where understanding the 
meanings of their words is not alone sufficient to communicate the intended meanings. 
In both scenarios, If the hearer of sentence 7 took the sentence as merely Informative 
of a state of affairs not related to her present situation, and continued preparing for the 
picnic or went out without her umbrella, communication of the Intended meaning 
would have failed. In cases of successful communication of the intended meaning, the 
message communicated by the sentence is more than what its words simply said. 

What is it, then, that one needs in order to work out the intended meaning of sen¬ 
tences.? If we continue using the example above, we shall be able to see that it is the 
context of the conversation that is used, in both scenarios, to reach the correct under¬ 
standing of the intended meaning. Sometimes this context comes from outside the text 
(first scenario), and at other times from the rest of the text (second scenario). In the first 
scenario, it is the information, known to both the speaker and the hearer, that they were 
planning to go on a picnic, and the general knowledge that people do not normally go 
on picnics while it is raining. In the second scenario, it is the speaker’s knowledge of 
the hearer’s intention to go out without an umbrella, as understood from sentence 
8 being the preceding part of the conversation, and the commonsense knowledge 
that if people go out while it is raining they take umbrellas with them in order to avoid 
getting wet. 

This brief analysis highlights three aspects of knowledge used in the comprehension 
of a text’s intended meaning: (a) general knowledge/commonsense knowledge; 

(b) knowledge common to the speaker and addressee or writer and reader; and 

(c) knowledge from other parts of the text. Aspects (a) and (b) are non-linguistic 
context since information drawn from them does not form part of the text, whereas 
(c) is linguistic context because it draws on information gained by recovering the mean¬ 
ings of other parts of the text. These are three broad divisions of information from 
outside the text in question that recipients use to understand the intended meaning. 


The role of contextual Information 

As we have seen above, recipients need contextual information to understand the 
intended meaning. If such information is not accessible to them, they are likely to fail 
to understand the spealcer’s intended meaning. Similarly, if recipients of the Qur'anic 
text lack access to the knowledge they need to process the meanings of its language, 
they are unlikely to succeed in uncovering the intended meanings, including those 
meanings indicated by the relations between the themes/sections of suras. 
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A verse such as “May the hands of Abu Lahab be ruined, and may he be ruined too” 
(Q 111:1) is not understandable in the absence of the knowledge of who Abu Lahab is, 
whereas the following verse (Q 111:2), “Neither his wealth nor his gains will help him, ” 
can be understood as a general reference to man, especially in the light of the fact that 
this reinforces a meaning central to the message of the Qur an; that is, if man does not 
believe in God and the day of judgment, wealth and worldly deeds will not be of any 
use to him on that day. Similarly, the third verse of the same sura, “and so will his wife, 
the lire-wood carrier,” would be understood metaphorically rather than literally, as 
is the case in its standard Sunni interpretation, if one is not aware of the history of the 
situation commented on by the sura. In fact, if information about the historical situa¬ 
tion is not available to interpreters, the meaning of the whole sura may be turned into 
an image of man and his female partner being punished in hellfire for their disbelief. 

The only difference between the Qur'an and any other text, literary or non-liter ary,® 
in this respect is that the contextual information required for interpreting each text 
varies according to the nature of the text and its content. Advertising language, for 
example, is understood in the light of knowledge about modern daily life and com¬ 
modities, whereas understanding contemporary media language requires knowledge 
of current affairs and modern lifestyles and a certain linguistic loiowledge. A pre- 
Islamic poem would be understood by using contextual information from history and 
Arab culture of the time in addition to commonsense and general linguistic knowledge 
of Arabic. As for the Qur'an, in addition to general linguistic loiowledge of Arabic and 
Arabic language at the time of the revelations, knowledge of pre- and early Islamic 
Arab culture and history and basic Islamic knowledge (e.g., hadlth and sIra) are 
essential. 

However, it is only reasonable to assume that not all recipients, given their varied 
backgrounds, will have access to all the information they need from outside the text. 
Thus, generally speaking, contextual information may be divided into two broad types: 
linguistic or immediate context, and non-linguistic context. Sura Ill above is an 
example of the latter. It remains to clarify what the linguistic context of the Qur'an is. 

As with any text, the linguistic context of any given part of the Qur'an is the pre¬ 
ceding and the following verses. Due to their physical proximity to the text in question 
they can be referred to as the immediate context. The information provided by the 
immediate context is naturally the most immediately accessible information that 
can be relied on for working out the meaning of the text in question, which gives it a 
prime role in the comprehension process. However, accessibility of contextual infor¬ 
mation does not guarantee successful communication. Indeed, most of those who have 
considered the text of the Qur'an to be confused and incoherent were specialists in this 
particular field of knowledge, Arabic and Islamic studies. 


Context and relevance 

A major hurdle in the way of successful communication of the intended meaning is 
that there is often too much contextual information to choose from. To solve this 
problem, relevance theoreticians hold that human cognition has evolved in the direc¬ 
tion of increasing efficiency and, therefore, out of the huge amount of information 
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available to recipients of a text (via memory, perception, and inference), the most 
relevant will be selected and used in processing the language of the text in order to 
maximize relevance.^® Relevance theoreticians define relevance as a property of text^^ 
that malces it worth processing. For a text to be relevant it has to make a difference 
to the recipient’s cognitive environment, that is, it must enhance their knowledge of 
the world. 

The outcome of the interaction between the propositions expressed by the text and 
information derived from context is known as “cognitive effect,” of which there are 
three possible types: 

1 Addition of new Information to already existing knowledge. 

2 Contradiction of already existing Imowledge. 

3 Confirmation of already existing Imowledge. 

Relevance is measured against two factors: the number of cognitive effects and 
the effort put into achieving them. The more the effects, the more relevant the text is, 
while the less effort one puts into processing an item of information, the more its 
relevance. 

Consequently, the answer to the question of which items of contextual Information 
to use in processing a unit of discourse lies in maximizing relevance. In other words, 
as an automatic cognitive process, recipients tend to choose the aspect of context that 
is most easily accessible and that will interact with the text to yield the maximum pos¬ 
sible effects: it will enhance recipients’ cognitive environment in the most possible ways. 

Thus, in the case of sentence 7 above, to understand “it is raining” as merely inform¬ 
ative of a state of affairs outside the recipient’s situational context is to minimize the 
relevance of the utterance because it only adds one item of information to the recipi¬ 
ent’s general knowledge, an item that is not likely to enhance the recipient’s knowledge 
of her present situation. To understand it in the ways suggested above adds more to the 
recipient’s existing knowledge both of the world and of her present situation, making 
it the optimal explanation of the sentence. 

Similarly, the Qur’an as a whole should be seen as a highly accessible source of infor¬ 
mation needed to work out the intended meaning of a given verse. Just as the preceding 
and following utterances in a conversation contribute towards understanding any part 
of it, previous verses provide background information for understanding a verse in ques¬ 
tion, and following verses soon act as context for those after them, the end result being 
that each part of the text is equally important for comprehension of all the other parts, 
because they reduce the effort required in the process of comprehension, thus maxi¬ 
mizing relevance.The picture of the discourse, then, is as Diane Blakemore (1987: 
112) describes it: “one in which the interpretation of utterance (that is the prepositional 
content and its contextual effect) contribute towards the contexts for interpreting 
subsequent utterances. That is, as discourse proceeds, the hearer is provided with a 
gradually changing background against which new information is processed.” 

It is from this idea that the importance of the immediate context arises: Information 
made accessible by the verses nearest to those being processed is easily accessible to the 
reader and so they help to minimize the costs of processing text for comprehension. 
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So meanings achieved by using the immediate context are more likely to be the 
intended meanings. In a later section I shall shed more light on the role of the imme¬ 
diate context as a tool that spealcers/authors use to direct hearers/readers towards their 
intended meanings, knowing that they are likely to use them before any other source 
of context. 


Maximizing the reievance of Qur'anic verses 

The idea of maximization of relevance by increasing the cognitive effect of utterances 
is evident in the Qur'an, and in particular in the relatively loose connections between 
verses. In accordance with the framework explained above, the greater the number of 
linguistic ties used to direct recipients towards a particular understanding of the 
intended meaning of a verse, the more restricted that verse will be to its immediate 
context. Such ties function as constraints on the relevance of the verse because the rela¬ 
tion they create between the verse and the information surrounding it is effectively a 
limitation of interpretational possibilities (as they direct the recipient to select one par¬ 
ticular item of contextual information and ignore all the others). On the other 
hand, the fewer restraints there are, the greater the potential for multiple interpreta¬ 
tions and the more universal the intended meaning of the message becomes. 

Universai meanings and ioose ends 

The majority of Qur'anic verses feature what is known in the study of Arabic literary 
styles as ijdz, that is, a property of literary language whereby the maximum possible 
meaning is encompassed in the minimum possible number of words to produce high 
intensity of meaning and a kind of universality that would allow the same sentence to 
be used in multiple contexts.The detailed discussions of ijdz in Arabic rhetoric come 
to the conclusion that khayr al-kaldm md qalla wa dall (“the best composition is the least 
in size but the greatest in semantic outcomes”). As such, this criterion talces into con¬ 
sideration the size of the utterance/text to be processed for comprehension relative to 
the outcome of the comprehension process and is thus vaguely similar to the notion of 
relevance, with the contextual information factor omitted. By default, the stylistic 
feature of ijdz requires authors who aim at the best literary language to maximize the 
effect of their sentences. It requires sentences to lead to the inference of more mean¬ 
ings so that, to use relevance theory language, the reader perceives them to be worth 
her while and is therefore prepared to put time and effort into processing them. 

The majority of Qur'anic verses express universal meanings and refer to situations 
whose occurrence is likely for everyone at some point in time. The text’s use of very few 
linguistic connectives allows it to live up to its promise to be a message for humanity 
applicable in all places at all times. Consider, for example, the verses on Islamic dress 
code (Q 33:53, 55, 59; 24:30-1, 60). The generalized and broad manner in which the 
verses are phrased only enhances the flexibility of their application. The addition of any 
details to the texts would impose more constraints and hence limit applicability. When 
information from the relevant contexts such as hadith and sira is employed to explain 
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the intended form and shape of women’s dress, it only re-emphasizes the broadness of 
these limits. Several items of information (from various narratives) are available con¬ 
cerning the wide variety of dress that women wore during the lifetime of Muhammad. 
This must mean to the Islamic legislator that an equivalent level of variety and flexi¬ 
bility should be permissible in modern days. Any limitation of this flexibility would be 
against the texts’ intended meaning as indicated by the way they are phrased and by 
their context. 

The same method of understanding works for the way textual relations are struc¬ 
tured: the lack of obvious ties between verses leaves them as free agents, to be used in 
any possible context. The more a verse is tied to its immediate context, the less its applic¬ 
ability outside that particular context. The loose structure of Qur'anic texts has the 
effect of maximizing the cognitive effects of verses by maldng them true and valid for 
contexts other than their immediate ones. 

This quality has resulted in the fact that Qur'anic expressions have become highly 
quotable in a huge variety of contexts, sometimes even in situations that are not in the 
slightest related to the original contexts in which they occur. For example, it is very 
common to see on the faqades of juice shops in the Arab world the Qur'anic phrase (Q 
37:46): “White, delicious to those who taste it.” If this verse were phrased more tightly 
so as to link it with its immediate context by including a specific reference to which 
drink and where it is, it would not have become possible for juice sellers to use it so 
wittily! One could very easily compose a long list of such examples, which would prove 
the same point: the deliberate lack of constraints on the structure of the Qur'anic 
text is one major factor contributing to the effectiveness of the communication of its 
universal message. 


Conclusions 

A close analysis of the structure of verses in Qur'anic sums reveals that they do indeed 
have a distinctly loose structure, but one which is explicable in terms of maximization 
of the effect of those verses on recipients’ understanding of the whole text of the Qur an 
and hence their own cognitive environments. 

This is not to suggest that the answer to the ultimate question of whether Qur'anic 
sums possess textual relations is that they do not. On the contrary, Qur'anic textual rela¬ 
tions within any given sum are explicable through a different understanding of the role 
of the linguistic/Qur'anic unit known as a “verse” as a source of contextual informa¬ 
tion that can be used to aid comprehension of the Qur'anic meaning both in the same 
sum and in other sums. The role of verses as contexts to one another is the justification 
of their own relevance. In any sequence of verses, the proposition expressed by a pre¬ 
ceding verse is an “immediate context” that is automatically used by recipients in pro¬ 
cessing any following verse. When a verse is read, its words, or general meanings, work 
as a stimulus directing the brain to access other verses, which would have been read 
previously, to be used as sources of contextual information needed to assist in recover¬ 
ing the meaning of that verse. 

The traditional view of the comprehension process requires Qur'anic verses to be 
superficially connected regardless of the effect this may have on the delivery of the 
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overall intended message. The framework of understanding I have proposed here gives 
rise to an appreciation of the mutual role of verses as the most accessible sources of 
contextual information. This mutuality leads to the minimalization of the effort put into 
the comprehension process, and thus justilies their relevance. 


Notes 

1 Robinson (1996: 138ff.) tries to draw a connection between the two sections from the rep¬ 
etition of words derived from the stem “hasten” but he fails to reach a definitive conclusion 
because of the lack of other affirmative indicators. For a detailed discussion of the struc¬ 
ture of this siira see also: Robinson (1986) and El-Awa (2005). 

2 A similar question regarding cross-sura relations arises here, but is not within the scope of 
this chapter. 

3 In El-Awa (2006), I have treated the section and the paragraph as possible units of the 
Qur’anic sura and shown how sections may be equal in value to sentences in that they also 
express one proposition that makes a contribution to the overall meaning of the sura. 

4 Though it is rare, we may observe some tendencies, and detect certain literary effects for 
whose achievement this particular structure of relations is used across verses. For example, 
the connection is often “and,” which, in Arabic, indicates the mere existence of a relation, 
without stipulating what this relation is. This function is similar to the function of a semi¬ 
colon joining two sentences. In many cases, therefore, textual relations remain ambiguous 
to some extent. 

5 This analysis does not take into consideration the rest of the poem, which might lead to the 
inference of a completely different meaning. 

6 In order to maintain the flow of the discussion, and because section divisions are not in 
question here, I do not question them. Instead, I use the topic as a broad indicator of 
switches in subject matter. In another analysis, one that is dedicated to determining where 
sections end and begin, one would be obliged to rely on many more indicators than I do 
here. 

7 Indeed, in Robinson (1996: 200ff.) the two sections are considered parts of one major 
section of the sura. 

8 The views and analysis of examples in this section are based on relevance theory as 
explained by Sperber and Wilson (1995; 2004). 

9 Fabb (1997) shows how the process involved in understanding everyday language is not dif¬ 
ferent from that involved in understanding literary language. The same principles of human 
communication are in operation. In El-Awa (2006), examples from Arabic literature have 
been used to establish the same point. 

10 This is based on the cognitive “principle of relevance” that human cognition tends to be 
geared towards maximization of relevance. 

11 The theory extends to other aspects of human communication, but for the purpose of this 
chapter, and to avoid confusion, 1 refer only to text. 

12 According to this understanding, Qur’anic repetitions are highly effective tools of maxi¬ 
mizing relevance. Each repetition provides access to other occurrences of the same theme, 
phrase, or word in other places of the Qur’an and in so doing it adds the effects of the con¬ 
texts of the repetitions to the present context resulting in more cognitive effects. For more 
details on this role of repetition see El-Awa (2004). 

13 The most typical Qur’anic example favored by almost all classical critics and linguists who 
have written on this stylistic feature is the infamous Qur’anic statement commending 
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capital punishment as a gift of life for those who possess wisdom (Q 2:179): “Life is in fair 
retribution.” Books have been written to elaborate how and why this verse is considered the 
peak of Arabic eloquence, but what concerns us here is that it represents the ultimate 
example of how a few words can, through their interaction with the right set of contextual 
information, express an infinity of meanings related to a huge legal and human argument 
about why the existence of capital punishment is beneficial for society. 


Further reading 

El-Awa, S. M. S. (2004) Qur’anic repetition: A relevance based explanation of the phenomenon. 
Islamic Studies 42:4, 577-93. 

El-Awa, S. M. S. (2005) Textual Relation in the Qufdn: Relevance, Coherence and Structure. 
Routledge, London. 

Mir, M. (1986) Coherence in the Qur’an. American Trust Publications, Indianapolis. 

Robinson, N. (1986) The Qur’an as the word of God. In: Linzey, A. and Wexler, P. (eds.) Heaven 
and Earth: Essex Essays in Theology and Ethics. Churchman, Worthington, pp. 38-54. 
Robinson, N. (1996) Discovering the Qur'an: A Contemporary Approach to a Veiled Text. SCM Press, 
London. 

Robinson, N. (2000) The structure and interpretation of Surat al-Mu’minun. Journal of QuEdnic 
Studies 2:1, 89-106. 

Robinson, N. (2001) Hands outstretched: Towards a re-reading of Surat al-Maidah. Journal of 
Qur’dnic Studies 3:1, 1-19. 

Zahniser, Mathias (2000) Major transitions and thematic borders in two long suras: al-Baqara 
and al-Nisa’. In: Boullata, fssa J. (ed.) Literary Structures of Religious Meaning in the Qur’an. 
Curzon Press, Richmond, pp. 22-55. 



CHAPTER 5 


Patterns of Address 

Rosalind Ward Gwynne 


To the extent that Muslims regard the Qur'an as a blessing for all humanity, they 
consider that its every word addresses the audience in some fashion. Over the 
centuries scholars have exhaustively analyzed these ways, classified them, and distin¬ 
guished them from or assimilated them to one another. Classical works on Qur'anic 
sciences deal with patterns of address (khitdb, mukhdtabdt) but do not always 
separate those parts that address the Qur'an’s audience from those in which one 
character in the Qur'an addresses another, as in the exchanges between Abraham and 
his father. 

In this chapter we shall examine the most prominent forms of address: vocatives and 
those whom they designate, imperatives and the actions they prescribe, and the effects 
that the passages have on their intended audiences. Muslim scholars did not confine a 
passage to a single category, however; they were acutely aware that a historical prece¬ 
dent or a parable, for example, though in the form of a third-person narrative, is a form 
of address, and its surrounding apparatus places it in one or more of the first three 
categories. 

My two principal sources for this chapter, besides the Qur'an itself, are the encyclo¬ 
pedic al-Burhdn fl ‘ulum al-Qufdn (“The Proof in the Qur'anic Sciences”) by the Egypt¬ 
ian ShafiT scholar Badr al-DIn al-ZarkashI (d. 794/1392), and al-ltqdn fi ‘ulum 
al-Qur"dn (“The Perfection in the Qur'anic Sciences”) by his successor Jalal al-Din al- 
Suyutl (d. 911/1505), who credits al-Zarkashi generously in the introduction to Itqdn 
but rarely mentions him in context, even when he lifts whole passages from Burhdn. 
While making my own additions, deletions, and rearrangements, I shall nevertheless 
rely upon these works for two reasons. First, in dealing with the Qur'an as a whole they 
do not classify a given passage under a single rubric but where possible offer multiple 
analyses. Second, adopting their approach acquaints the reader with not one but two 
levels of Islamic discourse, the Qur'an itself and the methods of classical Qur'anic 
scholars. 
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Particles, Pronouns, and Other Methods of Designating 
the Audience 

Who is the audience for the Qur'an? The first, of course, was the prophet Muhammad, 
and the first revelation was, by most accounts, a command to him: iqm\ “Read!” or 
“Recite!” As we shall see, the most common command in the Qur'an is understood 
to be directed at the prophet as well: qul, “Say!” In countless passages, the Qur'an 
famously shifts from general to particular, from singular to dual to plural, and from first 
to second to third person, offering scholars opportunity to disagree over both textual and 
extra-textual referents. The beginning of al-Zarkashi’s and al-Suyutl’s chapters on pat¬ 
terns of address (chapters 42 and 51, respectively) malce the basic distinction among all 
these possibilities: is the addressee general ( amm) or particular (khdss)? These are not 
synonymous with “plural” and “singular,” however, for al-Zarkashl includes both cate¬ 
gories. “It is God who created you (khalaqakum), then gave you sustenance” (Q 30:40). 
“Q humanity {yd ayyuhd ’I-insdn)! What has beguiled you (md gharraka) from your gra¬ 
cious Lord?” (Q 82:6). The addressee in both is generic, but only the first uses the plural, 
second-person pronoun to refer to the addressee (al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 349). 

The particular, likewise, may be either grammatically plural or singular. All human¬ 
ity will see the day of judgment, but only those bound for hell, with faces black and 
gloomy, are addressed at the end of Q 3:106: “Did you [plural] disbelieve after believ¬ 
ing?” There is only one possible addressee in Q 5:67: “0 apostle {yd ayyuhd al-rasul)\ 
Deliver the message that has been sent down from your Lord” (al-ZarkashI 1988: 
II, 349). 

The non-identity of general and particular with plural and singular generate al- 
Zarkashl’s next two considerations. The first concerns passages that appear to address 
a particular person but are in fact directed at a general audience, while the second notes 
general forms that actually address particular persons or groups. One of the best- 
known examples of the former comes in Q 65:1: “0 prophet {yd ayyuhd l-nabT)l When 
you [plural] divorce women .. . ,” followed by several long verses concerning the laws 
of divorce. As al-Zarkashl says, “The discourse opens with the prophet, while the 
intended audience is whoever is in a position to divorce” (al-ZarkashI 1988:11, 349). 
A much more difficult verse is Q 33:50 on the subject of legal marriage: first the prophet 
is addressed, then women whom “you” (masculine singular) may marry, then women 
who are legal only for the prophet. Al-ZarkashI quotes Abu Bakr al-Sayrafl (like al- 
Zarkashl, a ShafiT, d. 330/941-2): “The beginning of the address is to [Muhammad], 
and when it said that the one who gives herself is ‘only for you’, he knew that what 
came before that was for himself and others” (al-ZarkashI 1988:11, 350). 

Certain “general” references may, in fact, be particular, leading to various contro¬ 
versies. For example, a long verse in sumt al-nisd" enumerates the women whom a 
Muslim man may not marry. It begins, “Forbidden to you are your mothers and daugh¬ 
ters,” but, in effect, it exempts new converts from divorcing wives within these degrees, 
as it ends with the phrase “except what has gone before: God is Forgiving and Merci¬ 
ful” (Q 4:23). Al-Zarkashi occasionally engages in the popular practice of identifying 
particular individuals associated with seemingly general verses. He says that Q 2:13 - 
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“When it is said to them, ‘Believe as the people believe’ [they say, ‘Shall we believe as 
the fools believe.?’]” - actually refers to ‘Abd Allah b. Salam, a rabbi who eventually 
accepted Islam (al-ZarkashI 1988: If, 352; cf. Guillaume 1955: 240, 262). 

Many examples of general and particular concern matters of law, and, though al- 
Zarkashl does not say so specifically, interpretation depends largely upon legal reason¬ 
ing that was not systematized until centuries after the revelation. He gives a short 
example from surat al-nisd\ “0 people, fear your Lord” (Q 4:1) but says, “Children and 
the insane are not included” (al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 352). Particularization of a general 
rule might come at the end of a verse (e.g. Q 4:4: ‘And give women their dowers . . . 
but if they freely give some back, then talce it”) or at the beginning (Q 2:229: “Divorce 
is only permissible twice: after that. ..”). It might come from another verse in the same 
sura (e.g. Q 8:16 and 65, concerning the obligation to fight in battle); or it might come 
from another sura altogether. A passage in surat al-baqara stipulating that widows 
in general must wait four months and ten days before marrying again (Q 2:234) is 
qualified by one from surat al-taldq that requires pregnant widows to give birth first 
(Q 65:4) (al-Zarkashl 1988: H, 352-3). 

The scope of address decreases as al-Zarkashi progresses in his analysis. He isolates 
passages that address the genus (al-jins) but not every Individual, the “species” (al- 
naw'), and the individual (al-ayn). The phrase “0 people! (yd ayyuhd 7-uds)” in Q 2:21 
(“0 people! Worship your Lord who created you”), according to al-ZarkashI, applies to 
the genus but not to Individuals who are not legally responsible: it predominates in 
addresses to the people of Mecca. A more delicate question is whether the same phrase 
in the command, “0 people! Fear your Lord!” includes the prophet. Al-Zarkashi says 
that legal scholars have affirmed that it does. The command begins a sura in the first 
half of the Qur’an (sura 4, al-nisd") and a sura in the second half (sura 22, al-hajj); the 
first passage deals with creation, the second with the hereafter, “so consider this 
arrangement - how steeped it is in eloquence!” In still other contexts, the word may 
actually refer to “people of virtue, not those who are given the name ‘people’ out of 
tolerance” (al-ZarkashI 1988:11, 356-7). 

In this chapter, the only example al-ZarkashI gives of addressing the “species” is from 
Q 2:40, where God’s command to remember His benefits and keep His covenant 
is addressed to the Children of Israel but, he says, really means “the sons of Jacob.” 
Individuals whom God addresses include Adam, (Q 2:35), Noah (Q 11:48), Abraham 
(Q 37:104-5), Moses (Q 7:144), and Jesus (Q 3:55). Muhammad, however, is 
never addressed by his personal name but as yd ayyuhd ’l-nabi (Q 8:64) or yd ayyuhd % 
rasul (Q 5:41) (al-Zarkashi 1988:11, 357). 

After a digression upon the topics of praise and blame, favor, humiliation, and 
sarcasm (discussed below along with other effects upon the audience), al-ZarkashI 
focuses upon increasingly intricate questions of audience identification. His analysis 
uses grammatical terminology - singular, dual, plural - to make even more minute dis¬ 
tinctions than the genus/species/individual division. A plural may be addressed in the 
singular, a singular in the plural, both singular and plural in the dual, a dual in the sin¬ 
gular: or a combination may be addressed sequentially. Al-Suyuti’s contribution is to 
subdivide al-Zarkashl’s five sections dealing with this topic into ten. Simply enumerat¬ 
ing these possibilities hints at the potential exegetical challenges. 
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A comparatively simple example of addressing the plural in the singular is “0 
humanity {yd ayyuhd l-insdn}l What has beguiled you [singular] from your bountiful 
Lord?” (Q 82:6). That this is addressed to everyone al-Zarkashi proves by referring to 
Q 103:2-3: “Truly humanity (al-insdn) is in a state of loss, except those who believe” 
(al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 360). 

Addressing a singular in the plural presents far more alternatives, hence more 
opportunities for disagreement. Thus, asserts al-Zarkashl, when God speaks to the 
prophets as a group -“0 messengers {yd ayyuhd "l-rusuTj\ Eat of the good things and do 
good works” (Q 24:51-4) - he is really addressing Muhammad, “because there was no 
prophet with hun ... or after him.” “Those of favor and ample means among you” who 
must not refrain from helping family and the needy (Q 24:21) actually signifies 
Abu Bakr, who withheld a Badr veteran’s share from him for his Involvement in the 
slander of 'ATsha (al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 361; cf. Guillaume 1955: 495-7). The prophet 
is sometimes addressed in the plural (Q 11:14, 13), and God may be addressed and 
speak of himself in the “plural of majesty” (Q 23:99; 43;32; al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 
361-2). Yet we note that the most commonly repeated sura addresses God in the sin¬ 
gular: “It is You [singular] Whom we worship and You whom we ask for help” (Q 1:5). 
Other possible plural audiences include humans and Jinn (Q 6:130; al-ZarkashI 1988; 
n, 363). 

Examples of singular and plural addressed in the dual and dual in the singular come 
from passages concerning Moses and Aaron (e.g., Q 10:89; 20;49), but at least one 
refers to a dispute between two of Muhammad’s wives (Q 66:4). 

Perhaps the most convoluted example of sequential address (al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 
365-7) comes in Q 10:87: “We revealed to Moses and his brother, ‘Provide houses for 
your [dual] people in Egypt: and make your [plural] houses places of worship and 
perform prayer [plural]: and give [singular] good news to the believers.’ ” 

Sometimes one person - Muhammad or another - is addressed when the intended 
audience may be someone else. Al-ZarkashI disposes of anything that seems to con¬ 
tradict Muhammad’s immunity from sin (isma): “ ‘0 prophet! Eear God and do not obey 
the unbelievers and hypocrites!’ (Q 33:1): the address is to him but the believers are 
meant: because he was pure: far be it from him to obey the unbelievers and hypocrites!” 
This point, al-ZarkashI says, is proven by the next verse. Other verses treated similarly 
include Q 10:94 and 104, and 9:43 (al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 367). 

To illustrate how the Qur'an goads its audience to awareness, al-ZarkashI cites pas¬ 
sages that invite “contemplation” of sacred history or other phenomena. Thus Salih 
addresses his people after their destruction by earthquake (Q 7:79); the prophet is told 
to say, “Travel in the earth and see [how God originated creation]. ..” (Q 29:20); and 
all are told to observe the fruits of the earth as signs for believers (Q 6;99) (al-ZarkashI 
1988: II, 368-9; cf. Gwynne 2004; 25-58). 

Al-Zarkashi next covers instances in which the Qur'an addresses one person, then 
turns to another. Most useful for our purposes is one of al-Suyuti’s examples: “We have 
sent you [singular] as a witness, a bringer of good tidings, and a warner, so that you 
[plural] may believe in God and His apostle” (Q 48:8-9). Eirst God spealcs to the prophet, 
then turns to human beings in general (al-SuyutI 1951: II, 34; cf. al-Zarkashi 1988: 
II, 369). 
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The next related topic is talwin (“variegation”). Without first defining the word, al- 
Zarkashl (1988: If, 369) cites only two short examples that he has already used in other 
contexts: “0 prophet! When you [plural] divorce women ..(Q 65:1) and “Who is your 
[dual] Lord, 0 Moses.?” (Q 20:49). But then he notes that rhetoricians call this iltifdt and 
that he will deal with it under that heading. Indeed he does, in a section that is eighty- 
six pages long! He begins by describing the purpose of iltifdt: 

It is the transition of speech from one style to another, rendering it fresh and abundantly 
rich for the hearer, renewing his vital energy, and safeguarding his mind from the boredom 
and irritation that the persistence of a single style [would have] on his hearing, (al- 
Zarkashl 1988: III. 380) 

More specifically, it signifies the abrupt transition from spealdng in the first person 
(takallum) to the second (khitdb) or third (ghayba), or any combination thereof: the great 
length of the section gives some idea of the differences of opinion possible when inter¬ 
preting such passages. A single example must suffice, from a description of the joys of 
paradise. “Enter [plural] the garden, you [plural] and your spouses, to be made glad 
. .. Dishes of gold and cups will be passed among them . . , And you [plural] will be 
there eternally” (Q 43:70-1); first comes an address in the second person, then a 
third-person narrative, then another second-person address. 

Is the audience only human beings.? Al-Zarkashi (1988: II, 369-70) illustrates 
“addressing inanimate objects as a rational being would be addressed” by citing Q. 
41:11, “He said to [the sky] and the earth, ‘Come willingly or unwillingly!’ The two of 
them said, ‘We come willingly’ ” There are disagreements, he says, as to whether this 
is meant literally or metaphorically, but the wording cannot be denied: sky, earth, and 
mountains (Q 34:10) are addressed as members of God’s audience. 

The attention that Muslim exegetes and rhetoricians have devoted to every letter of 
the Qur’an is epitomized in these systematic examinations of all possible Qur’anic for¬ 
mulae of designating the audience, with all their possible interpretations from the most 
concrete to the most speculative, excluding only the possibility of human authorship. 
The impatience and preconceptions of some non-Muslim scholars of Islam have often 
prevented them from seeing such change and variety in the text as anything other than 
an exasperating inconsistency. 


Effects on the Audience 

After the Qur’an designates the audience for a given passage, how does the discourse 
proceed.? Al-ZarkashI treats the broad topic of Qur’anic rhetoric in his chapter 46, 
which occupies nearly half of the book’s four volumes: that is where we find his treat¬ 
ment of iltifdt, for example. In chapter 42, however, he arranges the remaining cate¬ 
gories of address according to the effects they are Intended to produce rather than their 
rhetorical patterns. 

He begins with “praise” (al-madh). Interestingly, this is where he classifies all pas¬ 
sages beginning with the phrase “Q you who believe” (yd ayyuhd ’lladhlna dmanu), which 
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occurs some ninety times in the Qur'an. According to al-Zarkashi, this formula 
addresses 

the people of Medina who believed and performed the hijra, to distinguish them from the 
people of Mecca. As mentioned previously, every verse in which yd ayyuhd 1-nds occurs is 
for the people of Mecca; and the reason for that is that after yd ayyuhd ’l-nds comes the 
command for basic belief, while after yd ayyuhd ’lladhlm dmanu comes the command for 
the particulars of the religious law. (al-Zarkashi 1988: II, 357) 

Al-Zarkashi also includes here the passages in which God addresses Muhammad, 
whether as prophet (yd ayyuhd 1-nabi, Q 8:64) or as messenger (yd ayyuhd ’l-rasiil, Q 
5:41), as appropriate for his role in the passage. Thus Q 5:67 deals with divine law 
appropriate for aU: “0 messenger! Convey what has been sent down to you from your 
Lord.” The other sort addresses the prophet as an individual; “0 prophet! Why have you 
forbidden [yourself] what God has made lawful for you.?” (Q 66:1, concerning a dis¬ 
puted incident in Muhammad’s family Ufe; cf. al-Qurtubi 1997: XVIII, 117-22). 

Next, logically, comes “blame” (al-dhamm). “0 you who disbelieved (yd ayyuhd 
’lladhina kafaru)\ Malce no excuses on this day! [You are only being paid back for what 
you have done]” (Q 66:7). “Say: 0 disbelievers (yd ayyuhd ’l-kdfirun)\” (Q 109:1) ‘And 
because of the humiliation that it contains, it [i.e. direct address to unbelievers] does 
not occur in the Qur'an except in these two places.” Al-Zarkashi contrasts this with 
how often believers are addressed in the second person, pointing out that in aU other 
places those who reject faith are addressed in the third person: 

turning away from them, as in His statement, “Say to those who reject faith that if they 
cease, they will be forgiven for what is past, and if they return [to their old ways] - well, 
the example of the ancients has already been set.” (Q 8:38; al-Zarkashi 1988: II, 358; cf. 
Gwynne 1993: 457, 459-60) 

“Favor” or “honor” is dealt with briefly in only two examples, each of which is an 
invitation, one to Adam and his spouse (Q 7:19) and the other to the righteous (al- 
muttaqln, Q 15:45-6), to enter the garden. “Humiliation” (al-ihdna) resumes the note 
of “blame” struck earlier. But these verses are addressed either to Iblls (Q 15:36-7; 
17:64-5) or to sinners in hell (Q 23:108), not directly to the Qur'an’s audience who 
are hearing or reading the words in this life. Al-Zarkashl’s use of the term ihdna, “humil¬ 
iation,” applies to one of only two instances in which disbelievers are addressed directly 
(Q 109:1; al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 359). For those in hell, however, such humiliation is 
part of the punishment (Gwynne 2002). 

“Sarcasm” (al-tahakkum) is again mostly directed to residents of hell, where they are 
offered the “hospitality” of bitter fruit and boiling water (Q 56:52-6, 93), the “shade” 
of black smoke (Q 56:42-3), and the “warmth” of helllire (Q 56:94). An inhabitant of 
hell whom al-ZarkashI identifies as Abu Jahl is told, “Taste this! Truly you are the 
mighty (nl-azfz), the noble (al-karlm)" (Q 44:49), using two of the divine names for one 
of the prophet’s chief enemies. As for those in the audience who hide their wealth 
rather than spend it in the way of God, the prophet is told, “Give them the good news 
of a painful punishment!” (Q 9:34; al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 359-60). 
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After completing his second sequence on identification of audiences, al-ZarkashI 
again discusses how the Qur'an affects them. This sequence demonstrates how the text 
elicits positive results by the proper management of emotions usually classed as nega¬ 
tive. One of these is called “provocation,” Characteristic of all his examples are phrases 
such as “if you are befievers” and “if you are Muslims.” For example, Q 2:278 states, 
“0 you who believe, fear God and give up what remains of the usury due you, if you 
are believers!” The author says, “He - may He be glorified - has already characterized 
them by belief when He addresses them, then said ‘if you are believers’ intending to 
prod them into abandoning usury, as it is proper for them to do that” (cf. Q 8:1, 41; 
10:84; al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 370). 

Al-Zarkashl’s next section deals with “affront” - literally, “causing rage” (ighdab) - 
against “those who fought you for your religion and expelled you from your homes and 
supported your expulsion” (Q 60:9); against Iblis: “Do you take [Satan] and his progeny 
as protectors rather than Me.?” (Q 18:50); and against the hypocrites: “They want you 
to reject faith as they have so that you will be like them” (Q 4:89) (al-Zarkashi 1988: 
II, 370). 

Al-ZarkashI first defines the next topic, “encouragement and agitation,” as “encour¬ 
aging one to distinguish oneself by fine qualities.” Q 61:4 states, “God loves those who 
fight in His path,” which applies to those who remain firm and pious in battle (Q 3:12 5), 
who do not turn their backs (Q 8:16) because they trust God’s promise of victory (Q 
3:126; 4:104). On the other hand, those preparing to fight must also exercise prudence 
and deliberation (Q 2:195; 8:60). Finally, he glosses the title with a pair more familiar 
in theological texts, al-targhib wa ’l-tarhlb (“awakening desire and arousing fear”), as 
found in the tales of reward of the blessed and punishment of the wretched (al-ZarkashI 
1988:11, 371). 

What is more negative than fear.? For al-ZarkashI it is a verse the purpose of which 
is “to render offensive.” When banning suspicion and slander among Muslims, the 
verse asks, “Would anyone among you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother.? You 
would hate it!” (Q 49:12). Al-ZarkashI (1988: II, 371) notes the juxtaposition of posi¬ 
tive and negative: the virtues of asking questions whose purpose is actually censure and 
reprimand, and the joining of extreme repugnance with brotherly love. It is not just 
human flesh, but one’s brother; and it is not just one’s brother, but one’s dead brother. 
Also, “the slanderer is addressed in the third person; thus he cannot rebut what has 
been said about him, so he is like the dead man.” 

Now positive effects reappear, first “tenderness and affection,” and then “endear¬ 
ment.” The distinction appears to be that the former indicates God’s feeling for His 
servants, while the latter describes family relations. “Tenderness and affection” is illus¬ 
trated by Q 39:53: “Say, ‘0 my servants who have transgressed against their souls, do 
not despair of God’s mercy; [truly God forgives all sins].’ ” For “endearment”, the illus¬ 
tration is Abraham addressing his father concerning the latter’s gods (Q 19:42), 
Luqman, his son on God’s knowledge and power (Q 31:16), and Aaron, his brother 
Moses on his attempt to do Moses’ bidding without causing a split among the Children 
of Israel (Q 20:94). Al-ZarkashI (1988: II, 372) compares these to the prophet’s 
customary address to his uncle: “0 ‘Abbas, 0 uncle of the messenger of God!” In 
this section, the Qur'an does not address its audience in the second person but 
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demonstrates proper piety and respect with third-person examples that believers are 
to emulate. 

Al-Zarkashi next covers three confrontational patterns: “challenge” or “exposing 
wealmess,” “causing grief and regret,” and “exposing lies.” “Challenge” {tajh) has 
always had a special place in treatments of the “miraculous inimitability” (i'jdz) of the 
Qur'an, because it dares the audience to produce a single sura like it (Q 2:23), or ten 
suras (Q 11:13), or indeed any speech (Q 52:34). It is understood in the text (Q 2:24; 
11:14) and among Muslims that that condition has never been met. Al-Zarkashi 
(1988: II, 372) adds a challenge of more immediate concern to the audience, that of 
evading death. Those who did not fight at Uhud say that their brethren who did and 
were killed could have avoided their fate; the Qur an answers, “Say, ‘Then avert death 
from yourselves, if you are speaking the truth!’ ” (Q 3:168). 

“Causing grief and regret” is not further defined and is illustrated by a single partial 
verse. “Say [to the hypocrites who bite their fingers in concealed rage], Die in your rage! 
God Imows what is in your hearts!” (Q 3:119). But many other passages serve the same 
purpose, especially descriptions of hell that emphasize the mental states of its residents: 
God will not speak to them nor look at them on the day of resurrection (Q 3:77): or he 
will speak to them, but only to teU them, “God hates you more than you hate your¬ 
selves” (Q 40:10; Gwynne 2002). 

“Giving the lie,” contains only two verses and no definition, yet the second example 
is tied linguistically to an Important covenantal element, that of witness. The first 
example challenges the Children of Israel to bring proof from the Torah that it was God 
and not they themselves who imposed their dietary laws (Q 3:93). The second example 
addresses polytheists: “Say, ‘Bring your witnesses (shuhadaakum) who will testify (yash- 
hadun) [that God has forbidden this’] ...” (Q 6:150; al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 372). As 
I have demonstrated elsewhere (Gwynne 2004: 12-13, 99-103; cf. Mendenhall and 
Herion 1992:1181,1184), the notion of witness is a basic component of the covenant 
between God and humanity and an important element in Qur'anic legal reasoning (cf. 
Q 2:282-3 on contract law). The root sh-h-d occurs some 160 times in the Qur'an, only 
rarely implying martyrdom (e.g., Q 57:19). Significantly, al-Zarkashl’s first example of 
“challenge” also contains the first Qur'anic occurrence of “witness”: “If you are in 
doubt about what We have revealed to Our servant, then bring a sura like it, and call 
your witnesses besides God if you are telling the truth” (Q 2:23). 

The opposite of “humiliation” forms yet another category. “Conferring honor is 
everything in the glorious Qur'an addressed by qul [Say!], such as in al-qaldqil [i.e. the 
suras beginning with the word qul: 109, 112, 113, and 114].” The only example 
al-ZarkashI quotes is two words from siirat Al ‘Imran: 

“Say, ‘We believe!’ ” (Q 3:84), and it is an honor from Him (may He be praised) to the whole 

Muslim community, in that He is addressing them without an intermediary so that all may 

gain the honor of being addressed. (al-Zarkashi 1988: II, 372-3) 

Construing the singular qul as an honorific address to a group is an original approach 
to a word that creates one of the most vexed questions of Qur'anic rhetoric. Al-Zarkashi 
(1988: II, 373) explains his reasoning: 
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It would not be eloquent for the messenger to say to the one to whom he is sent, “The One 
who sent me said to me, ‘Say such-and-such’ and because it could not be omitted, that 
Indicates that it is intended to remain [in the text]. Thus there must be some reason for 
leaving it in, to be a command from the speaker to the one spoken to about that whereof 
he is to speak, a command which He gave orally with no intermediary, as when you say to 
one whom you are addressing, “Do this!” 

Most occurrences of qul are presumably addressed to the prophet; al-Zarkashl’s only 
example, however, does not address the messenger alone but the entire community. Dis¬ 
cussing this command, given in the singular to the community as a whole, partly avoids 
the logical problem of how the word “Say!” is both an Instruction and part of what is 
to be said. The grammarian Ibn Khalawayh (d. 370/980-1), on the other hand, deals 
with the word as addressing only the prophet, whose name he understands to be inter¬ 
polated: “Say, 0 Muhammad, ‘Say, He, God, is One’ ” (Q 112:1). Perhaps it is no coin¬ 
cidence that two of the early codices, those of Ihn Mas'ud and Ubayy, are said to have 
lacked qul (Gwynne 2004: 81-2; Ibn Khalawayh 1960: 228; see also Radscheit 199 7). 

As a hit of an anticlimax but logically placed, al-Zarkashi’s last section concerns 
“addressing that which does not [yet] exist” {al-madum). “0 sons of Adam” (Q 7:26), 
says al-ZarkashI (1988: II, 373), “is an address to people of that time and to all after 
them, somewhat like the procedure of giving counsel in a person’s address to his son, 
and his son’s son - whoever descended from him - to fear God and obey Him.” 

But what of the instances in which addressing the nonexistent is the very process 
that brings it into existence.? “Our utterance to a thing, when We have willed it, is to 
say to it ‘Be! and it is (kun fa-yakun}” (Q 16:40, cf. Q 36:82, 2:117). The ShafiT al- 
Zarkashl gives two solutions to the theological problem, one from the Ash'arls and the 
other from the Hanafis. The former hold that the existence of the world came about 
through the imperative kun, while the latter argue that “creation is eternal existing by 
the nature of the Creator .. , not that it comes into existence at [the letters] kdf and 
niin” The Ash'arls answer that if they were not separate, the word kun would have no 
meaning. The Hanafis reply that they are speaking of the reason that it exists and that 
it does not possess meaning by itself: saying that kun existed at creation is not the same 
as either comparing [God] to anything or denying all his attributes (al-ZarkashI 1988: 
II, 373-4). 


Patterns of Utterance 

In chapter 45 on the patterns of Qur’anic meaning, al-ZarkashI discusses the many 
ideas concerning its divisions: they are unlimited, there are only two, there are ten or 
nine or eight or seven, and so forth; he himself opts for six, which I have retained. We 
have already encountered all or most of them in examples of the patterns of address 
and production of psychological effects; now I shall hrielly examine their grammar. 

I must point out, however, that while other chapters in al-Zarkashi (1988) deal 
with such common literary topoi as “the literal and the metaphorical” (chapter 
43), “metonymy and allusion” (chapter 44), “rhetorical styles” (chapter 46), and 
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“grammatical particles” (chapter 47), the aim of chapter 45 is to distinguish form from 
meaning. Thus a sentence that has the form of an ordinary verb-subject or subject- 
predicate statement may in fact be a command, a blessing, a curse, a promise, or a 
threat. Space does not permit examination of all possible permutations and combina¬ 
tions of form and meaning - al-Zarkashi’s analysis runs to fifty-four pages - but I shall 
at least alert the reader to some significant distinctions. 


Information 

Al-Zarkashi (1988: II, 425) says that the aim of this first pattern “is to inform 
the addressee, but it is also pervaded by other meanings.” Comparisons between the 
Qur'an, the Hebrew Bible, and the New Testament often turn on stories of the prophets, 
and it is usually noted that sura Yusuf (12), “the most beautiful of stories” (Q 12: 
4-101), is the only one that consists (for the most part) of a single, continuous, third- 
person narrative. Nevertheless, it directly addresses the audience before (Q 12:1-3), 
during (Q 12:7, 22, 56-7, etc.), and after the narrative (Q 12:102-11). Many other 
suras contain sequences of prophetic episodes (e.g., Q 6:74-90; 7:59-155; 19:41-58; 
21 passim), and one might expect to find this sort of passage included under the rubric 
of information (khabar). But nowhere have I found that al-ZarkashI includes “stories,” 
except in a quotation. His priorities suit my purposes well, however, as they concentrate 
much more specifically on “address.” 

Oddly, the first locution classed as information (khabar) is “wonder” or “astonish¬ 
ment:” Q 18:5, in denying that God has a son, states, “How excessive is the word that 
comes out of their mouths! They only speak lies!” This is a surprisingly long section 
because of theological questions implicit in the relevant grammatical structures. 
Briefly, one may be astonished by God’s works but not use such constructions as md 
a "zama Hah because of the grammatical implication that God was made great by some¬ 
thing greater than He; and God may cause humans to wonder but not himself express 
wonder at his own works, since wonder arises from ignorance (al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 
425-8). 

“Command” and “prohibition” may appear as simple subject-predicate sentences. 
“Divorced women shall wait for three monthly periods” (Q 2:228). “None shall touch 
[the Qur'an] except those who are [ritually] pure” (Q 56:79). “Promise” and “threat” 
form another pair with important theological ramifications. “We shall show them Qur 
signs on the horizons” (Q 41:53). This is al-Zarkashl’s sole example of the first, but it 
may, given its context, be interpreted equally well as an example of the second. “Those 
who do wrong - what a reverse they shall suffer!” (Q 26:22 7). 

The single example of “rejection and rebuke” is, “Taste this! Truly you are the 
mighty, the noble” (Q 44:49). Already cited as “sarcasm,” it is an example of informa¬ 
tion delivered in the form of a command (al-ZarkashI 1988:11, 429). 

A number of kfiabar-locutions qualify as address only in an indirect sense, as exam¬ 
ples of certain human speech-acts: prayer (dua) e.g., Q 1:5), wish (tamannv, e.g., Q 
7:53), hope (tarajjl) (al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 429-30, 432; cf. Gwynne 2004: 105-9). 

The long section that al-Zarkashl calls “proclamation,” using the grammatical term 
for “vocative” (nidd% combines many elements also found in chapter 42, He defines it 
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as “the demand - by means of a special word - that the one addressed respond to the 
addresser, most often accompanied by a command or prohibition.” Most are indeed 
characterized by a particle: “0 people {ya ayyuha ’l-nds)\ Worship your Lord!” (Q 2:21); 
but a subclass does omit it. Besides commands and prohibitions, there may be ques¬ 
tions: “0 you who believe, why do you say that which you do not do.?” (Q 61:2). There 
may be information (khabar): “0 My servants! There shall be no fear upon you” (0 
43:68): and there are other subclasses. He quotes al-Zamakhsharl (d. 538/1144) 
to the effect that all instances of nidd’ are accompanied by some aid to understanding 
the religion; it is al-Zamakhsharl who, finally, includes the genre “stories” (qisas) 
(al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 430-2). 


Inquiry 

The question with which al-Zarkashl begins and shapes this very long, much subdi¬ 
vided section is, “What is the difference between istikhbdr [seeldng information] and 
istijhdm [seeldng understanding].?” Philologists’ answers turn upon points such as 
whether the question precedes the address or follows it; whether the question is worded 
positively or negatively; whether the point is explicit or implicit; and whether 
the purpose is affirmation, reproof, or rebuke, declaring two things equal, or one of the 
themes already mentioned. 

God’s questions to the Qur’an’s audience, of course, can hardly be requests for either 
information or understanding: the Lord only poses such questions to listeners in order 
to affirm them in their faith and remind them that they have learned the truth on that 
point. “Whose word is truer than God’s.?” (Q 4:87) (al-ZarkashI 1988: If, 433). A promi¬ 
nent example of a negatively worded question comes in Q 7:172, the passage that estab¬ 
lishes the covenant. “[God said] Am I not your Lord.?’ They said, ‘Yes (bald), we so 
witness’!” The presence of the word bald in this question is theologically crucial, as it is 
the proper particle for introducing an affirmative answer to a negative question. Had 
the reply been m 'm, it would have meant “Yes, you are not our Lord” and would have 
constituted rejection of faith (kufr) (al-Zarkashl 1988:11, 439). 

A number of earlier categories reappear in this section. God’s question to Jesus, “Did 
you say to the people, ‘Worship me and my mother as deities’.?” (Q 5:116) is a rebuke 
to the Christians for claiming that Jesus was divine (al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 441). A nega¬ 
tive imperative is implied in Q 9:13: “Are you afraid of them.? But God is more worthy 
that you should fear Him!” (11, 443). Motivation (“awakening desire”) is exemplified by 
Q 61:10: “0 you who believe! Shall I guide you to a transaction that will save you [from 
a painful punishment].?” (al-ZarkashI 1988:11, 444). 


Condition 

Conditional constructions are prominent in the Qur an; al-Zarkashi sets out eleven 
rules for them, again with multiple variants. As before, space allows for only basic 
examples of some of them. 
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His first rule is that a “full conditional statement” consists of two clauses of which 
the first is verbal and the second may be nominal or verbal. When they are combined, 
they form a single sentence; ‘And whoever, male or female, does good deeds and is a 
believer, they [plural] will enter the garden” (Q 4:124), “If you wiU help God, He will 
help you” (Q47:7) (al-Zarkashl 1988:11,45 3-5), The second rule is that it is the nature 
of condition and fulfillment that the latter depends on the former, “If you believe and 
ward off [evil]. He will give you your rewards” (Q 47:36); this also illustrates the third 
and fourth rules covering the relationship of the two in time (al-ZarkashI 1988: II, 
456-60), 

The fifth rule is that grammatical particles set up the conditional: “if” (in) or nouns 
that contain the same meaning, such as “whoever” (man), “whatever” (ma), or such 
adverbs as “wherever” (ayna, aynamd), “whenever” (mata), and so on, “So if (fa-immd) 
you fear treachery from any people, then cast [their covenant] back at them [so as to 
be on equal terms]” (Q 8:58), “If (in) [My enemies] find you, they will be your enemies, 
and stretch their hands and their tongues out against you with an evil purpose, and 
desire that you reject religion” (Q 60:2), The sixth rule is that an Impossible or absurd 
condition must be joined with an impossible or absurd result, “If there were in [the 
heavens and the earth] a deity besides God, they would both have come to ruin” 
(Q 21:22) (al-Zarkashl 1988: II, 460-5; see also Gwynne 2004: 170-84), 


Oath and consequent 

Al-Zarkashi describes his next category, “the oath and its consequent,” as “two clauses 
with the same relation as the conditional antecedent and consequent,” He does not 
include full treatment in this section, however, but in chapter 46 on Qur'anic rhetoric, 
a chapter that occupies nearly one-half of this four-volume work. Oaths form the eigh¬ 
teenth part of the first “style” analyzed, which is “emphasis,” Al-Zarkashi notes that in 
seven locations God swears by himself, in the rest by his creations, “Then, by the Lord 
of heaven and earth, it is the truth” (Q 51:23; cf, 10:53; 70:40), “But no! I swear by 
the setting of the stars - and that is a powerful oath, if you only knew” (Q 56:75-6), 
People have asked what role the oath plays, since the believer will believe simply by 
being informed, and the unbeliever will not profit from it, Al-Qushayri (d, 465/1072) 
answered that judgment proceeds either by witness or by oath, and that both are in the 
Qur'an, If it is asked how God can swear by created things when humans are forbid¬ 
den to do so, there are three possible answers: that the expression “Lord of” has been 
omitted; that it was the custom among Arabs of the time; that one must swear by some¬ 
thing greater than oneself, but God’s oaths all point to the Creator (al-ZarkashI 1988: 
III, 121-3), 

What has usually been overlooked in discussions of Qur'anic oaths is that oaths are 
an integral part of the covenant between God and human beings, “When your Lord 
brought forth from the children of Adam, from their loins, their descendants, and made 
them testify concerning themselves. Am I not your Lord,?’ They said, ‘Yes, we so 
witness’” (Q 7:172), Elsewhere I have discussed the topic of oaths at some length 
(Gwynne 2004; 16, 20-2,103-5), but al-Qushayri’s pairing of witness and oath is one 
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characteristic of the prototypical covenant in the Abrahamic/Mosaic religions 
(Mendenhall and Herion 1992: 1181-2, 1184-5). These two elements - God’s oaths 
and evidence of the fates of earlier peoples - are what assure humans that God will keep 
his promises and carry out his threats, since there is no superior power to force him. 
Humans who abide by the covenant will be rewarded, because God has bound himself 
to do so. 


Command 

The covenant is the condition for every aspect of the relationship between God and 
humanity (Gwynne 2004: 1-24), particularly divine command. By most accounts, 
the first revelation to Muhammad came in the form of a command: “Iqra’ [Recite]!” 
(Q 96:1). We have already seen that God’s very act of creation was a command, “Be 
(kun)!’’ given to an entity that did not yet exist (Q 16:40; cf. Q 36:82; 2:117). As 
Toshihiko Izutsu (1956: 52-3; see also Gwynne 2004: 67) has shown, command may 
actually be the primary mode of all speech. Commands have their own logic: the one 
who issues the command must have the authority to do so, and the command must 
be justified (Rescher 1966). In human terms, authority (or power) and justification 
are not the same thing, otherwise they amount to an argument from force, a classic 
fallacy (argumentum ad baculum). But that distinction disappears when both command 
and justification come from God. “He is not to be asked about what He does: it is they 
who are to be asked” (Q 21:23). The covenant is the assurance that God’s acts are not 
arbitrary or capricious; in addition, much if not most of the Qur'an is explanation for 
God’s actions and - especially - his commands (Gwynne 2004: 67-82). “0 people, 
worship your Lord Who created you and those who came before you, thus may you 
protect yourselves [against evil]” (Q 2:21), “Do not set up any other deity with God, lest 
you be thrown into hell, blamed and banished” (Q 17:39) (Gwynne 2004: 77). 

Al-Zarkashl’s treatment of commands here (1988: II, 474) is curiously short, no 
doubt because he has discussed them in so many other places. In the section on khabar 
in the same chapter, he specifically notes that the locution called “proclamation” often 
concludes with a command, as does the conditional clause. But a quick review of the 
verses previously cited will yield multiple examples of command in virtually every 
section, 

Qur'anic imperatives and other rules are so varied and inclusive that they are the 
basis for the structure of Islamic law, whether in the field of devotions ( Wdddt) or that 
of transactions (muamaldt). Legal scholars have determined that the Qur'an com¬ 
mands, encourages, permits, discourages, and forbids particular actions: and while par¬ 
ticulars of the “five types of action” {al-ahkdm al-khamsa) are beyond the scope of this 
essay, we may offer examples of each. “Your Lord has decreed that you [plural] worship 
none but Him, and that you be kind to parents” (Q 17:23). The command to 
worship God is obligatory (wdjib) and needs no elaboration, but it is worth noting that 
disobedience to parents is a cardinal sin, and that Q 17:23 is the first proof-text in that 
section of Kitdb al-kabd’ir (“Book of Major Sins”) by al-DhahabI (d. 748/1348 or 
753/1352-3; 1976: 41-9). Extra acts of charity are the classic example of 
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“recommended” acts. “If you give [extra] charity openly, it is good; and if you hide it 
and give it to the poor, it is better for you” (Q 2:2 71). 

An example of a “permitted” action may be found in Q 24:60: “Such women as are 
past childbearing and do not hope for marriage, there is no blame upon them if they 
put aside their wraps , . . but it is better to refrain.” Al-Qurtubi says of this passage, 
“They are permitted what is not permitted to others, and the trouble of observing a tire¬ 
some precaution is lifted from them” (al-Qurtubi 1997: XII, 203). The usual example 
of a “repugnant” act is divorce, but let us examine a verse that represents the term more 
literally, “God has only forbidden you carrion and blood and the meat of pigs, and what 
has had the name of another deity invoked over it: but whoever is forced to, not wanting 
to and not repeating the act, there is no sin upon him” (Q 2:173). Al-QurtubI (1997: 
n, 151) says, quoting Mujahid, “Forced to do it frke the man seized by the enemy, when 
they force him to eat pork, or some other sin against God Almighty: the use of force 
permits that, to the utmost force,” A simple example of a “forbidden” action may be 
found in Q 5:72: “Whoever joins other deities with God, God has forbidden him 
paradise, and the fire will be his abode,” 


Negation 

Negation, says al-ZarkashI, is half of speech: the other half is affirmation. He does not 
include the negative imperative here, perhaps because he has included its one-line 
section as part of khabar, right after the positive imperative. Here he discusses points 
relevant only implicitly to Qur'anic address: whether the negation is valid or 
invalid: whether it is general or particular: and whether the negative particle refers to 
the past or the future, “always more common than the past.” The believer will profit 
from contemplating both what God does and what he does not do, and what people 
have and have not done. “God does not destroy towns wrongfully, when their 
people are unaware [of the truth]” (Q 6:131). “We did not destroy towns except when 
their people were evildoers” (Q 28:59). “God does not change a benefit He has bestowed 
upon a people until they change what is in their hearts” (Q 8:53) (al-ZarkashI 1988: 
II, 474-9). 

As more and more people claim the right to interpret the Qur'an, analysis of 
Qur'anic address is the first step to understanding audience response to the Qur'an, as 
it is the first step to understanding the context of any passage. Such scholars as al- 
Zarkashl demonstrate where one may find freedom for interpretation and where one 
encounters the necessity for restraint. 
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CHAPTER 6 


Language 

Mustansir Mir 


The Qur'an’s statement that it has been revealed in Arabic is the basis of the dogma 
that only the Arabic Qur'an can be called the Qur'an, that only the Arabic Qur'an can 
be recited in prayers, and that only the Arabic Qur'an can be the proper subject of study 
and interpretation. The dogma thus foregrounds the language of the Qur'an, and 
this language is then taken as providing the principal access to the meaning of the 
scripture. Consequently, a thorough knowledge of Qur'anic Arabic has always been 
regarded as a prerequisite for all areas of Qur'anic scholarship - theology, law, history, 
and others. 


The QuPan as a "Clear" Book 

The Qur'an calls itself a “clear” book. The Arabic word it frequently uses for “clear” is 
mubln: The Qur'an is kitab mubin or al-kitdb al-mubin (“a clear book” or “the clear book,” 
Q 5:15; 12:1; 26:2; 27:1; 28:2; 44:2), its language is "arabi mubln “clear Arabic,” Q 
16:103; 26:195), and the prophet presents al-baldgh al-mubm (“the clear communica¬ 
tion,” Q 5:92; 16:35, 82; 24:54; 29:18; 64:12); in two verses, mubmisused as an adjec¬ 
tive qualifying Qur'an itself (Q 15:1; 36:69). The word mubln means both “clear in 
itself” and “that which clarifies (something else).” Thus, the Qur'an claims both that it 
yields its meaning unambiguously and that it elucidates matters, dispelling doubt and 
eliminating error. Qne must keep both meanings of mubln in mind for a correct under¬ 
standing of the Qur'anic claim to be “clear.” 

Doubtless, many matters in the Qur'an require explanation, the large number of 
commentaries written to explicate Qur'anic thought and language being proof. 
The need for explanation remains even after allowing for the temporal gap between the 
present-day readership and Muhammad’s first audience: the Qur'an attests to com¬ 
panions of Muhammad coming to him for elucidation of Qur'anic verses, and there are 
anecdotes about companions spending long periods of time to study portions of the 
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Qur'an (for example, the reports about 'Umar and his son‘Abd Allah, al-QurtubI 1967: 
I, 152), Furthermore, the Qur'an itself says that some of its verses have a “firm” or 
“stable” meaning whereas others are “ambiguous” (Q 3:7). 

If the Qur'an indeed is a clear book, then how does one explain, on the one hand, 
the difficulty encountered by Muhammad’s companions in comprehending parts of the 
Qur'an and, on the other hand, the Qur'an’s acknowledgment of the presence of ambi¬ 
guity in it.^ The answer is twofold. First, the claim of any book to be clear does not nec¬ 
essarily mean that all its readers, regardless of their backgrounds - that is, their age, 
experience, mental acumen, level of knowledge, and linguistic ability - will understand 
it equally well or fully. Second, clarity is not to be confused with simplicity: a document 
will be called “clear” if it treats its subject in language that is clear relative to that 
subject. This brings out the relevance of the two meanings of the word mubm. The 
Qur'an is clear not only in a passive sense - “clear in itself” - but also in an active sense 

- it clarifies the particular subject it treats, it is suitable for presenting a certain subject, 
and judgment on its clarity should be passed in reference to that subject. In fact, in the 
case of the Qur'an, the first meaning of the descriptive adjective mubin - “clear in itself” 

- arises as a corollary of the second - “that which clarifies (something else).” 

The language of the Qur'an is “clear” in the sense that it presents its message clearly. 
This view is supported by each of the sixteen above-cited verses if they are read in 
context. For example, Q 5:15 tells the People of the Book that the Qur'an is a “light” 
from God, the next verse adding that God “guides by means of it those who seek His 
pleasure.” The verse immediately following Q 12:1 reads: “We have revealed it [‘the 
Clear Book’ of verse 1] as an Arabic Qur'an, so that you may use reason.” The words 
“so that you may use reason” [laallakum taqiluri) provide the rationale for revealing 
the Qur'an in Arabic. Had the Qur'an been revealed in a language other than Arabic, 
the addressees - the Meccan Arabs - would have taken an easy alibi, arguing that, not 
knowing that language, they were incapable of judging or evaluating the Qur'an and, 
as a result, could not be blamed for not accepting its message. 

The general rule governing the revelation of a scripture in a particular language is 
laid down in Q 14:4: “We have not sent a messenger except in the language of his 
nation, so that he might explicate matters to them” (Q 26:198-9 makes the same 
point). Q 26:2 is followed by “Perhaps you will strangle yourself to death [out of frus¬ 
tration] that they will not become believers,” again indicating that the Qur'an is dealing 
with the issue of belief and disbelief. What has been said about Q 5:15, 12:1, and 26:2 
is true of the remaining thirteen verses cited. As remarked above, since “clarity” is not 
to be reduced to “simplicity,” the above-quoted verses cannot be talcen to mean that 
Qur'anic language will not raise issues of interpretation, that different readers will not 
understand the Qur'anic text differently, or that the extensive historical discussion and 
debate about the various aspects of the Qur'anic language go against the Qur'anic 
claim to clarity. 

If the Qur'anic claim to clarity pertains basically to message rather than to language, 
then the issue of foreign vocabulary in the Qur'an (see Jeffery 1938; Watt and Bell 
1970: 84-5) will appear in a different light. The view that the Qur'an is free of non- 
Arabic words is based on such verses as Q 16:103, which says that the person whom 
Muhammad’s opponents have identified as his informant speaks a language other than 
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Arabic whereas the Qur'anic language is lisdn arabi mubln (“clear Arabic language”). 
But even here, as in the verses cited above, the issue at stake is that of belief and lack 
of belief. First, Q 16:103 speaks of language in general and not of individual vocabu¬ 
lary items. That the language of a certain book is Arabic does not necessarily imply that 
that language does not contain a single word from another language; such a notion of 
linguistic purity has no Qur'anic basis, and there are no rational grounds for denying 
the existence of well-attested linguistic relationships between the Arabic of the Qur an 
and other languages. Second, a Qur'anic passage very similar to Q 16:103 is Q 
26:192-9, which begins by saying that Gabriel has “brought it [Qur’an] down on your 
[Muhammad’s] heart... in clear Arabic language [bi-Iisdn arabi mubln]’’ but ends by 
explaining the purpose of the revelation of the Qur’an in Arabic thus: ‘And had We 
sent it down on one of the non-Arabs and he had read it to them [Arabs], they would 
not have reposed belief in it.” Qnce again, the Qur’an is saying that a nation receives 
scripture in its language; it is not addressing the issue of whether a given language 
includes or does not Include words from another language. 

Valorization 

The language of the Qur’an is both similar to and different from the language of pre- 
Islamic Arabia (cf. Watt and Bell 1970: 83-4). The vocabulary of the Qur’an, though 
familiar to the Arabs, had a much smaller base - the number of the Arabic roots in the 
Qur’an is well under two thousand - which made the Qur’an accessible to a wider and 
more diverse audience. At the same time, that audience could not help but feel that the 
Qur’an’s language was markedly different from the language of their poets and orators. 
The Qur’an invested ordinary words with special meanings, coined special terms, and 
then embedded these terms in a well-articulated worldview and placed them in a 
complex web of relationships. The net effect of this exercise was to create a coherent 
scheme of religious thought, the refashioned Arabic language serving as the gateway 
to that scheme. Thus, the language of the Qur’an is best viewed as a vehicle for the 
expression of a set of philosophical, religious, and cultural perspectives that the Qur’an 
introduced into the Arabian setting of the seventh century. In a word, the Qur’an val¬ 
orizes the Arabic language. This valorization, evident throughout the Qur’an, occurs 
at several levels. 

To begin with, serving as keys to the Qur’anic discourse are terms of various types 
- terms that occur in the Qur’an too often to need chapter-and-verse citation: (1) terms 
pertaining to faith and lack of faith: hudd (“guidance”), daldla (“misguidance”), Imdn 
(“belief”), isldm (“submission”), kufr (“rejection of truth”), nifdq (“hypocrisy”), mithdq 
(“covenant”), al-sirdt al-mustaqim (“the straight path”), haqq (“truth”), bdtil (“false¬ 
hood”),/awz (“success, salvation”), khusrdn (“loss”); (2) terms designating people: ahl 
al-kitdb (“people of the book”); ashdb al-janna (“people of paradise”), ashdb al-ndr 
(“people of hellfire”); (3) terms describing ritual practices and legal prescriptions: zakdt 
(“mandatory giving”), siydm (“fasting”); hudud AUdh (“the limits prescribed by God”); 
(4) attributes of the Divinity, as in Q 59:22-4; (5) terms representing the prophetic 
vocation: rasul (“messenger”), nabi (“prophet”), bashir (“giver of good tidings”), nadhir 
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(“warner”); (6) terms pertaining to the Qur'an or to scripture in general: sura 
(“chapter”), dya {“verse”), furqdn (“criterion”), dydt bayyindt (“manifest verses or signs”); 
(7) terms representing virtues and vices or virtuous and evil conduct: taqwd (“God- 
consciousness”): isldh (“setting things right”); fasdd (“corruption”); zulm (“wrongdo¬ 
ing”); jihad or jihad fi sabil Allah (“striving” or “striving in the way of God”); infdq 
or infdq fi sabil Alldh (“spending” or “spending in the way of God”). Some of the 
Qur'anic terms are multivalent, for example, din, which, depending on the context, may 
mean “allegiance,” “retribution,” “judgment,” or “religion”; tawba, which, depending 
on its subject, may mean “repentance” (of sin by a human being) or “forgiveness” 
(granted by God); and shdhid, which may mean “one who is present,” “witness,” or 
“martyr,” 

At the next level, a large number of phrases and expressions not only sums up 
important aspects of the Qur'anic worldview, but also frames the Qur'anic discussions 
of matters. To take a few examples: (1) li-lldh mdfi i-samdwdt wa-md fi i-ard (“To God 
belongs all that is m the heavens and the earth”); (2) inna ildh ‘old hull shay" qaddr 
(“Indeed, God has the power to do anything”); (3) inna "Ildh ma a i-sdhirin (“Indeed, God 
is with those who remain steadfast”); (4) wa-ild "Ildh turja‘u "l-umur (‘And to God are 
referred all matters”); (5) atih Ildh wai-rasdl (“Obey God and the messenger”); (6) inna 
lladhina dmanu wa-amilu i-sdlihdt (“Indeed, those who have believed and done good 
deeds”); (7) ya"muruna bi"l-ma‘ruf wa-yanhawna ‘an al-munkar (“They enjoin good and 
forbid evU”); (8) ittaqu "Ildh (“fear God”); (9) la tattibi‘u khutuwdt al-Shaytdn (“Do not 
follow in the footsteps of Satan”); (10) those who enter paradise - Id khawfun alayhim 
wa-ld hum yahmnun (“They shall have no fear, and they shall have no regrets either”); 
(II) jannatun tajri min tahtihd "l-anhdr (“gardens [of paradise] with streams flowing 
underneath”). 

Also representative of Qur'anic language are the relatively long and often quite vivid 
passages describing, among other things, the following; (I) the phenomena of nature 
as evidence of such verities as the oneness of God (Q 2;2I-2, 164) and the coming of 
the last day (Q 78;6-I7; 8I;I-I4); (2) the conduct, in this world, of the believers 
(Q 78:31-5) and the disbelievers (Q 70:22-34; 78:21-5); (3) the rewards of heaven 
(Q 76:5-21; 88:8-16) and the suffering of hell (Q 88:2-7); (4) the punishment stories 
of disbelieving nations of former times (for example, in suras II and 26). 

Another form of the Qur'anic valorization of the Arabic language may be called sub¬ 
limation. Often, the Qur'an takes a well-known expression and, by subtly modifying it 
or using it in a new context, raises it to a higher plane of meaning. Let us look at a few 
examples. 

The Arabs compared a backbiter to a carrion eater. The phrase akala lahmahu (with 
variations) occurs in their poetry in the sense of “to backbite” or “to slander” (Mir 
1989a: 42-3 ["-k-l]) and draws the image of a dead animal that is lying defenseless 
against a predator - al-sab‘ al-darimi, as one poet calls the predator - that feasts on the 
corpse at leisure. Qne who is backbitten is, likewise, at the mercy of the backbiter, who 
“nibbles” at the victim’s reputation without fear of being challenged. The Arabs called 
backbiting a dastardly act: in the Qur'an, a religious value is added to the act. Q 49:12, 
providing an example of backbiting, says: a-yuhibbu ahadukum an ya"kula lahma akhihi 
maytan fa-karihtumuh, “Would any of you like to eat the flesh of his dead brother.? You 
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would abhor it!” The word akh, “brother,” in the verse means “brother in religion,” as 
borne out generally by the context and specifically by the declaration in verse 10 of the 
same sum, “The believers are but brothers to one another” {innama ’l-mu’minun ikhwa). 
The addition of a single word transforms the familiar Arab image of backbiting in that 
the act now conjures up not merely the picture of an animal devouring a dead animal, 
but the picture of a human being devouring the flesh of a dead human being - or, 
rather, of a brother devouring the flesh of a dead brother. The verse is saying: carrion¬ 
eating is repugnant, cannibalism is worse, and acting iike a cannibal brother is the ulti¬ 
mate in heinousness. 

Another instance of the strategic use of the word akh is found in 0 2:178, which, 
laying down the law of qisas, or retaliation, says that the punishment for taking a 
human life is death. According to the verse, the killer’s life may be spared if the heirs 
of the person killed accept blood money. This dispensation is introduced with the words, 
fa-man 'ufiya lahu min akhlhi shay ’ (“But if one is pardoned something by his brother”). 
The use of the word akh here makes a subtle but strong appeal, namely, that the option 
of hlood money be considered by the heirs, for, in the end, Muslims are brothers to one 
another, and - the verse is suggesting - acceptance of blood money might mitigate the 
rancor and hostility between the aggressor party and the aggrieved party, eventually 
leading to reconciliation between the two (Islahl 2000:1, 432). In pre-Islamic times, 
acceptance of blood money by a tribe was considered a sign of wealmess - “accepting 
milk [that is, milk camels as blood money] in exchange for blood” was the contemptu¬ 
ous expression used on such occasions (see, for example, al-Marzuql 1951-3:1, 216, 
verse 2). The Qur'an, rejecting the vendetta motif and allowing for the possibility of 
reconciliation between two estranged parties, not only allows the taking of blood 
money, but, by using the word akh, casts its vote in favor of blood money, thus wiping 
out the feeling of disgrace attached to acceptance of blood money. 

We will take one more example of the Qur'an’s infusion of religious and moral 
meaning into the Arabic language. Taraktuhu kadha, “I left him in such-and-such a 
state,” was a common Arabic expression, often used by poets in a context of war, the 
poet-warrior boasting that he felled his opponent and left his corpse unattended in 
the battlefield. A representative use of the construction is found in the muallaqa of 
‘Antara (al-TibrIzI 1964: 239): 

Fa-taraktuhu jazam ’l-siba‘i yanushnahu 

Ma bayna quilati ra’sihl wa’l-mi‘samJ 

(I left him there, butchered meat for predators, which devoured him 

From the top of his head to his wrists.) 

In Q 54:15, the verbal form of the phrase tarakahu kadha is retained, but the context 
undergoes a change. The verse, referring to the event of the rescue of Noah and the 
drowning of his opponents, says: wa-laqad tamkndhd dyatan fa-hal min muddakir 
(“And We left it [the land, or story, of Noah] to serve as a sign, so, are there any 
who would take remembrance.?”). The first audience of the Qur'an, on hearing this 
apparently simple statement, must have made a mental comparison between the 
Qur'anic and pre-Islamic Arabic uses of tarakahu kadha. ‘Antara’s use of the phrase, it 
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is not difficult to see, is devoid of the moral dimension of history encapsulated in the 
Qur'anic verse. 

Above and beyond the individual terms, phrases, and passages that may be cited to 
illustrate the Qur'anic valorization of the Arabic language is the “climate” of the 
Qur'anic language. Even a cursory reading of the Qur’an, whether in the original or 
in translation, will bring out the religious character of the Qur’anic language. In all 
but six of the 114 suras, God is referred to either as Allah, Rabb, or Rahman or by means 
of a pronoun for God. But even in those six suras - all of them short (Q 101,102,103, 
107, 109, and 111) - God is clearly in the background. And it is not simply a question 
of referring to God. In the Qur an, God is mentioned as the central point of reference 
for all existence and the central point of validation for all activity. The mention of God 
or reference to him, thus, serves to give a distinctive sacral character to Qur anic 
language. 


Orality 

The language of the Qur’an is oral, but the nature of Qur’anic orality should be under¬ 
stood clearly. The Qur’an was presented by Muhammad in an oral situation, but this 
does not mean that the Qur’anic speech is colloquial. The Qur’an does not say or imply 
that its language is one of the dialects spoken in a certain town or region of Arabia - 
Mecca, Ta’if, Medina, or some other - but simply that it has been revealed bi-lisdn arabi 
mubln, as was noted above. The adjective mubin in this phrase connotes “standard.” Qf 
the sixteen verses that were cited earlier in discussing the word mubln, some belong to 
Meccan and others to Medinan suras. This means that the Qur’anic claim to be mubln 
was made both in Mecca and in Medina, and there is no indication in the Qur’an or in 
other sources that the claim was challenged at any time during the period of revela¬ 
tion, in Mecca or in Medina. This fact in itself supports the view that a standard version 
of Arabic was well-established, at least in the Hijaz and possibly in all of Arabia, at the 
time of Muhammad and that Qur’anic language represented that version. We will note 
two characteristics of Qur’anic orality. 


Saf 

The usual translation of this word, “rhymed prose,” while not entirely incorrect, places 
Qur’anic language in the category of prose, denoting, additionally, that that language 
happens to be rhymed. This description runs the risk of compromising the rhythmic 
quality of Qur’anic language. The language of the Qur’an partakes of both poetry and 
prose and is certainly more poetic in some parts and more prose-like in others, but it is 
difficult to generalize and say that it is primarily prose or poetry. Perhaps the best way 
to describe it is to say that it is sui generis. Because of its rhythmic quality, Qur’anic lan¬ 
guage is eminently chantable. Rhyme, while found throughout the Qur’an, is conspic¬ 
uous in many of the early or middle Meccan suras, in which the relatively short verses 
throw the rhyming words into prominence. The following passage (Q 81:1-14), which 
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draws, in almost epic dimensions, a picture of the world coming to an end, comes very 
close to being poetry (the rhyming syllables are given in bold): 

idhd 1-shamsu kuwwirat 
wa-idhd ’l-nujwmu n-kadarat 
wa-idha ’l-]ibdlu suyyirat 
wa-idha l-‘ishdru ’uttilat 
wa-idha 1-wuhushu hushirat 
wa-idha 1-bihdru sujjirat 
wa-idha 1-nufusu ziiwwijat 
wa-idha ’l-maw’udatu su’ilat 
bi-ayyi dhanbin qutilat 
wa-idha 1-suhufu nushirat 
wa-idha 1-sama'u kushitat 
wa-idha l-jaMmu su “irat 
wa-idha l-jannatu uzlifat 
‘alimat mfsun md ahdarat 

A change of rhyme in a sura usually signals a change in the subject. For example, in 
sura 81, from which the above lines have been quoted, a few oaths are sworn next, 
in verses 15-19, which have a different rhyme. (For another example of the change 
of rhyme indicating a change of subject, see Q 79:1-5 (gharqd, nashtd, sabhd, sabqd, 
amrd), 6-14 {rdjifa, wdjifa, khdshia, hdfira, nakhira [partial rhyme], khdsira, wahidd, 
sdhira), 15-26 (Musd, Tuwd, taghd, tazakkd, fa-takhshd, al-kubrd, ‘asd, yasa, fa-nddd, al- 
a"ld, al-uld, yakhshd). Similarly, in sura 96, the change of rhyme from one set of verses 
to another (1-2, 3-5, 6-14, 15-18) marks a change of subject, the only exception 
being the “stand-alone” last verse. Often, rhyme in the Qur'an is mixed in with 
assonance. 

The Qur'anic use of rhyme and assonance sets the Islamic scripture apart from 
soothsayer utterances (cf. Watt and Bell 1970: 77-9). In the Qur'an, rhyme and asso¬ 
nance are ancillary to the content of the scripture, whereas in the Arab soothsayers’ 
speech, they bear no necessary connection with the content of the soothsaying - not 
to mention that Arab soothsaying lacked the ethical orientation of the Qur'an, 


lltifat 

This term refers to shifts of person, number, and tense in a discourse (Abdel Haleem 
2000: 184-210; Robinson 1996: 245-52). Such shifts, quite frequent in the Qur'anic 
text, are a significant marker of orality. Like a speaker addressing a live audience, the 
Qur'an may begin by speaking to one segment of the audience - say, the believers - 
and then, with little advance notice, may turn its attention to another segment - the 
disbelievers, for example. We also have to imagine that the spealcer - the Qur'an in this 
case - cognizant of the dynamic oral situation, responds to questions asked by some 
members of the audience, answers objections made by others, and comments on issues 
that, even though not verbally raised by any member of the audience, may be present 
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in the audience’s minds and, thus, be part of the overall situation. An example of iltifat 
of person is Q 2:74-5, in which the People of the Book and, immediately afterwards, 
Muslims are addressed. An example of iltifat of number is the opening words of sura 
65: “0 prophet, when you divorce [tallaqtum] your wives.” Instead of the expected sin¬ 
gular tallaqta, the Qur'an uses the plural form tallaqtum and continues to use the plural 
verb form until verse 6, implying that the prophet is being addressed as a representa¬ 
tive of the Muslim community and that the injunction applies not only to him but to 
all of his followers as well. A simple shift of number thus widens the scope of applica¬ 
tion of the injunction. Finally, Q 2:214 is an example of iltifat of tense: 

Do you think that you will enter heaven even though you have not yet experienced the like 
of what those who lived before you experienced.? They suffered from hunger and distress, 
and they were shaken up, until the prophet and those with him say, “When will God’s help 
come.?” Lo, God’s help is on hand! 

The reference to previous nations is made by means of the perfect tense, except in the 
phrase “until the prophet and those with him say,” the verb “say” being imperfect in 
the original (yaqiilu) when one would expect it to be in the perfect (qdla). The strategic 
use of the imperfect links up the past ages with the present: it establishes an identity 
between the ordeals of the previous prophets and their followers on the one hand and 
that of Muhammad and his followers on the other. The net effect of the identification 
is to console Muhammad and his companions, who are being assured that God will help 
them just as he helped earlier prophets in similar situations. 

A proper appreciation of iltifat in the Qur'an will yield a more satisfactory explana¬ 
tion of some of its verses. Consider Q 6:52: 

And do not spurn those who call upon their Lord day and night, seeking His face [that is, 
pleasure]: you do not share any of their responsibility, and they do not share any of your 
responsibility - lest you should spurn them and thereby become a wrongdoer. 

Many commentators think that all the third person plural pronouns in the verse refer 
to the believers, the verse commanding the prophet to be kind to them (see, for example, 
al-QurtubI 1967: VI, 432). On this understanding, the verse would be saying: 
Muhammad, do not spurn the believers, who call upon God day and night. But there 
is one problem: the middle part of the verse, “you do not share any of their responsi¬ 
bility, and they do not share any of your responsibility,” is a strong statement - it is par¬ 
ticularly strong in Arabic {ma alayka min hisabihim min shay "in wa-md min hisdbika 
‘alayhim min shay 1 - and its curt tone, no less than its words, is unlilcely to be used of 
the believers, the disbelievers being the only possible referent. If so, then it would make 
sense to regard the disbelievers as the antecedent of the pronouns in min hisabihim and 
‘alayhim, but the believers as the antecedent of the pronoun in fa-tatrudahum. The 
meaning of the verse now will be: Muhammad, do not, in the interest of converting the 
unbelievers, ignore or spurn those who have already believed, for the unbelievers, if 
they persist in their unbelief, will have their own answering to do, just as you will have 
your own answering to do, neither of you being responsible for the beliefs or actions of 
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the other; you must not, therefore, spurn the believers, for, doing so will make you a 
wrongdoer. This interpretation itself is subject to an objection. If the plural pronouns 
in the verse have more than one antecedent - the disbelievers in the case of two pro¬ 
nouns and the believers in the case of one - then why does the Qur'an itself not make 
that distinction so as to avoid all confusion.? Here, the point made above about Qur'anic 
orality should be recalled: a speaker addressing a live audience can point to two differ¬ 
ent sections of the audience and use the pronoun “you” to speak to each, without 
causing any confusion. The situation in Q 6:52 is similar. The Qur'an, addressing the 
prophet, who has to be imagined as facing an audience composed of both believers and 
unbelievers, points first to the believers and says, “these people over here,” then to the 
unbelievers and says, “these people over here,” and, finally, again to the believers and 
says, “these people over here.” In a scenario like this, the use of the same pronoun for 
two - or even more - groups of people would create no confusion as long as the non¬ 
verbal components of the situation are taken to identify the addressee in each case. 


Genres 

Several genres of Qur'anic discourse may be distinguished - narrative, poetic, horta¬ 
tory, hymnal, and legal. The narrative genre is conspicuous in sums that relate histor¬ 
ical events - for example, sums 11, 21, and 23, which contain accounts of previous 
nations’ response to the divine message and describe their fate; the fairly long sum 12 
(111 verses) is devoted to the story of Joseph. However, on very few occasions does one 
find in the Qur'an sustained narration. As a rule, in a given place, only a certain portion 
of a story - the portion bearing on the subject under discussion - is given, other por¬ 
tions being related in other contexts. Furthermore, Qur'anic narration is selective in 
that it presents only those elements of a story that are significant from the viewpoint 
of illustrating a certain moral. For the same reasons, Qur'anic characters are not drawn 
in detail. These characters appear to be types, though a close study will show that most 
of the characters also have peculiar or distinctive traits. Often, the onset of a story is 
marked by a word or expression like idh or wa-idh (“when” or “and when”) or udhkur 
(“remember!”), as in Q 2:49-66, in which wa-idh is used no fewer than ten times, and 
in sum 19, in which the stories of Mary, Abraham, Moses, Ishmael, and Idris are each 
introduced with wa-dhkur (verses 16, 41, 51, 54, 56). Narrative in the Qur'an often 
includes dialogue, of which there is considerable variety (Mir 1992). 

It is often remarked that the Qur'an is poetic without being poetry. We have already 
mentioned an important element in the poetical repertoire of the Qur'an, namely, saj\ 
especially when it occurs in the crisply short verses of early and middle Meccan sums 
(e.g., Q 55; 78; 91; 92; 93; 99; 100). Another is the balanced phrasal construction, as 
in Q 96:13-16, each of its four verses consisting of a noun and a qualifying adjective 
that occupy the same syntactical position in the sentences in which they occur: 

Fiha sururun marfu^a 
wa-akwabun mawdu'a 
wa-namdriqu masjufa 
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wa-zardbiyiiu mabthutha 

(In it [paradise], there are couches raised high, 

and cups set out, 

and carpets aligned, 

and cushions lying all around.) 

Verses 17-20 of the same sura provide another example of such construction. 

Only a small number of texts in the Qur'an can be called hymns if a hymn is defined 
as a song in praise of a deity. But the Qur'an is not entirely without hymnal elements. 
Consider Q 22:18: 

Have you not seen that God is one to whom bow down all who are in the heavens and the 
earth and the sun, the moon, and the stars, and the mountains, the trees, and animals, 
and many people. And there are many to whom punishment is rightly due. And the one 
whom God humiliates will find no one to confer honor. Indeed, God does what He wishes. 

Two other examples are Q 24:41-4 and 30:20-7. 

Qur'anic legalese - if the expression be allowed - is notable for its matter-of-factness, 
and also for a degree of complexity that arises from a statement of law that covers 
exceptions, dispensations, and contingent circumstances. Thus, Q 2:282-3 (1) com¬ 
mands the believers to record in writing a loan transaction made for a stated period of 
time: (2) instructs the scribe to record the transaction faithfully and the debtor - or, 
in some cases, his representative - to dictate the terms of the transaction; (3) specifies 
the number and qualifications of witnesses: (4) admonishes the witnesses to discharge 
their obligation willingly and diligently; (5) stresses the Importance of recording the 
transaction in writing, but validates verbal agreement when “ready merchandise” is 
involved; (6) emphasizes the need to take witnesses and ensure the safety of both scribe 
and witness; and (7) allows the taking of pledges by creditors in case loan transactions 
have to be made during travel. Q 4;12, which lays down rules for the distribution of a 
person's property among the heirs, is the basis of the Islamic law of inheritance. 
Qur'anic legal language reflects the ethical vision that informs the Qur'anic legislative 
material. Thus, statements of laws are frequently accompanied by exhortations to cul¬ 
tivate piety and to remember that the law is being given by an all-knowing, all-wise 
deity. The legal passages in the Qur'an contain maxim-like statements. For example, 
after laying down the law of qisds, Q 2:179 says, “And in [the law of] qisds, there is life 
for you, Q people of wisdom, that you may acquire piety!” 

It remains to add that the various modes of discourse in the Qur'an do not occur 
discretely, but rather interpenetrate - especially in longer Medinan suras - thus giving 
rise to a distinctive Qur'anic discourse. 


Verbal Economy 

The saying “The best speech is that which is brief and yet effectively conveys the 
meaning” (khayru ’l-kaldm md qalla wa dalla) is often cited as the motto of Classical 
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Arabic rhetoric. As a rule, the principle of economy of expression, enshrined in this 
saying, is adhered to in the Qur'an. The two main forms taken by the principle, terse¬ 
ness and ellipsis, are abundantly attested in the Qur'an. 


Terseness 

Compactness frequently marks not only individual sentences but also passages and 
extended descriptions in the Qur'an. Sometimes the essential details of a story are pre¬ 
sented briefly: sometimes, different types of statements - for example, commands and 
prohibitions or promises and threats - are combined; and sometimes aspects of the 
Qur'anic doctrine, philosophy, or worldview are summed up with proverbial force. Q 
29:14-15 summarizes the story of Noah and his people: 

We sent Noah to his people, and he stayed among them for a thousand years save fifty. 
Then a t}q)hoon overtook them - wrongdoers as they were. And We rescued him and the 
people of the boat, and We made the event a sign for the people of the world. 

Q 11:44 describes how the floodwaters that drowned Noah’s people were made to 
recede by God: 

It was said, “Earth, swallow up your water! Skies, stop!” The water shrank; the matter was 
decided: and it [the Ark] sat perched atop [Mt.] Judl. And it was said, ‘Away with the wrong¬ 
doers!” 


Q 2:51, referring to the Israelites’ defeat of the Philistines, speaks of David as the hero 
of the battle and as the recipient of special wisdom from God. The verse also lays down 
a law of history: 

They defeated them hy God’s will. David killed Goliath, and God gave him kingdom and 
wisdom, teaching him whatever He pleases. And if God were not to repulse one people by 
means of another, the earth would be filled with corruption. God, however, is bountiful 
toward the world. 

Q 29:40, summing up the accounts of destruction of earlier nations, describes the 
inexorable application of the divine law to nations, the forms of punishment meted out 
in the past (described in detail in other places of the Qur'an), and the principle under¬ 
lying the punishment: 

Each one of them [nations] We seized on account of its sins: there were some whom We 
caused to slide into the land: there were some who were overtaken by a crashing thunder; 
and there were some whom We caused to drown. God was not the One to wrong them. 
Rather, they had wronged themselves. 
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Ellipsis 

In its simple form, ellipsis involves suppression of a word or phrase in a statement. 
Joseph’s half-brothers, trying to convince their father that Jacob’s son (who was 
Joseph’s real brother) was held back in Egypt through no fault of theirs, say: “And ask 
the town we were in” (Q 12:82). They mean “the people of the town,” the word ahl 
in the Arabic phrase ahi ai-qarya having been omitted (al-QurtubI 1967: IX, 246). The 
omission is justified because it does not detract from clarity. 

At a slightly higher, and more technical, level, a correlative term or an antithetical 
unit is suppressed, the context pointing to the suppression, Q 6:13 says: “To Him belong 
what remains stUl during the night and [moves during] the day.” Here, the words in 
brackets are omitted and are to be taken as understood (Islahl 2000: III, 6). 0 2 7:86 is 
similar: “Have they not observed that We have made the night that they might talce rest 
in it, and the day an illuminator [that they might seek God’s bounty during it].?” Again, 
the words in brackets are taken as understood, as suggested by other Qur anic verses - 
for example, Q 28:73, which says: “It is a manifestation of His mercy that He has made 
for you night and day, that you might take rest in it and seek His bounty.” Taldng rest 
goes with the night, seeldng God’s bounty (i.e., engaging in economic activity) with the 
day (Islahl 2000: V, 703). 

Sometimes, one or more links in a chain of thought or one or more steps in an argu¬ 
ment are omitted, the readers or listeners often being expected to supply the missing 
steps or links from their knowledge of other relevant parts of the scriptural text. To take 
an example, Q 43:54 says that Pharaoh “made light of his people and so they obeyed 
him.” The complete argument is as follows: 

A Pharaoh made light of his people 
B his peopie iet themseives be taken iightiy 
C he gave them orders 
D they obeyed him 

B and C, that is to say, are implied. 


Parataxis 

Being in the style of Classical Arabic, the Qur'anic text makes sparing use of transi¬ 
tional expressions, which spell out the causal relationships between clauses, sentences, 
and paragraphs. The technical term for the resulting coordinate construction, which 
the Qur’an prefers over the subordinate construction, is parataxis (irddf). Sometimes 
parataxis is easy to notice, as in Q 7:31, kuiu wa-shrahu wa-id tusrifu, in which the first 
wdw means “and,” but the second, an adversative, means “but,” the translation being: 
“Eat and drink, but do not be extravagant.” Other cases may be a little more complex. 
Consider Q 18:50, which says, in reference to Satan, aba wa-stakbara wa-kdna min ai- 
kdfirln (“He refused [to bow to Adam] and he became proud and he was [or became] 
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one of the unbelievers”). Let us look at the first two of the three sentences. It is possi¬ 
ble that Satan heedlessly refused to obey the injunction to bow to Adam, so that it was 
only after he had done so that he became proud of his act, his pride validating his act 
in his own eyes. But it is also possible that his refusal constituted a studied, rather than 
hasty, act on his part, stemming from an already strong sense of pride, so that he 
refused to bow to Adam because he was proud (the Arabic wa-stakbara in this case could 
be taken as a parenthetic conditional clause (wa-qadi stakbara). Now let us look at the 
last two verbs in the original. It is possible that Satan acted arrogantly and, as a result, 
became a disbeliever. But the Arabic verb kdna can mean “to be” as well as “to become.” 
As such, it is possible that Satan always was a disbeliever and his disbelief was the cause 
rather than the result of his arrogance, A close study of Qur'anic parataxis can reveal 
complexities hidden behind seemingly simple constructions. 

On another level, parataxis raises the issue of coherence in the Qur anic discourse. 
The first twenty-nine verses of sura 2 distinguish between those who believe and those 
who disbelieve in the message that has been sent down to Muhammad. The next ten 
verses (30-9) narrate incidents from the story of Adam and Eve. The beginning of the 
passage - wa-idh qdla rabbuka lid-malaika inn! jd‘ilun fi d-ard khalifa (‘And when your 
Lord said to the angels, ‘I am going to install a caliph on the earth”) - seems to intro¬ 
duce a new subject altogether, making one wonder about the nature of the connection 
of this passage with the preceding verses. In cases like these, it helps to remember that, 
as a rule, the Qur'an tells a story to illustrate a theme already under discussion. Accord¬ 
ingly, when one comes upon a story in the Qur'an and wonders about its relevance in 
a particular place, it is advisable to reread the story in light of the subject that has led 
up to that point, Q 2:30-9, upon close reading, will be found to have a bearing on the 
different reactions to the prophetic message that the preceding verses have outlined. In 
this passage, an arrogant Satan disobeys the Divine command to bow to Adam, whereas 
the angels, after they have received from God a satisfactory answer to their query 
about the need to create the human species, obey God and bow before Adam. The story 
of Adam, thus, corresponds with the first twenty-nine verses of the sura (Islahl 2000: 
1,152-4), Similarly, Q 6:74-90 relates a certain incident from Abraham’s life and then 
makes brief references to a number of other prophets - Isaac, Jacob, David, Solomon, 
Job, Joseph, Moses, and Aaron among them. No transitional expressions exist to link 
up this passage with the preceding part of the sura. But the passage offers a refutation 
of idol worship, which is a prominent theme of much of the sura from the beginning 
up to this point (for example, verses 14-24 and 5 6-6 7). Sura 6 tells the people of Mecca 
that their idolatry belies their claim to be the heirs of Abraham the monotheist, and it 
is in this context that verses 74-90 occur (Islahl 2000: III, 84), 

Repetition 

The Qur'an does not share the view that repetition is necessarily a demerit. There is 
considerable repetition in the Qur'an - both of theme and expression - as one would 
expect from a book that calls itself dhikr (“remembrance, reminder”) and is preoccu¬ 
pied with the task of explicating its message to doubters and objectors no less than to 
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believers and submitters. From a Qur'anic standpoint, the only relevant question is 
whether repetition serves a purpose, and there is sufficient reason to believe that repe¬ 
tition in the Qur'an is purposeful. Apart from putting more than ordinary emphasis on 
a statement, repetition may bring into sharp relief a certain doctrine of the religion. 

For example, Q 5:110 enumerates some of the miracles of Jesus, the addition of bi- 
idhnl (“by My [i.e., God’s] will”) in each case ensuring that God is understood as the 
source of all miracles and Jesus only as an instrument for performing them: “and when 
you Qesus] created from clay a shape lilce that of a bird by My will and breathed Into it, 
and it became a bird by My will: and you healed the blind and the leper by My will; and 
when you raised people from the dead by My will” (cf. Q 3:49, in which Jesus repeats 
the phrase “by God’s will” with the same signification). In some cases, repetition is 
scarcely noticeable in that the repeated words, being short and simple, are quickly 
processed in the mind as they occur, deflecting attention away from themselves and to 
the main argument. This happens in Q 7:195, In which four questions, the first intro¬ 
duced by a-lahum (“Do they have .. . ?”) and the last three by the correlative am-lahum 
(“Or do they have . .. are asked in quick succession, followed by a challenge that 
represents a climactic moment: 

Do they have feet they walk with.? 

Or do they have hands they hold with? 

Or do they have eyes they see with? 

Or do they have ears they hear with? 

Say: “CaU those you associate [with God], then play your tricks 

against me, and give me no respite!” 

Q 7:195 is an instance of repetition turning attention away from itself and thus becom¬ 
ing practically unnoticeable (two other examples are Q 27:60-4, in which am man [“Or 
who is the one who. . ..?”] occurs five times, and Q 36:33-41, in which wa-dyatun 
lahum [‘And a sign for them is ...”] occurs thrice [Q 30:20-5 is similar to the latter 
example]). In other cases, the exact opposite result may be produced by repetition, 
which may consist not of a short or simple expression but of a substantial phrase whose 
syntactic position requires the reader to linger with it, paying it close attention. In sura 
54, for example, repetition takes the form of an ominous-sounding refrain, namely, the 
pointed question fa-hal min muddakir (“So, are there any who would take remem¬ 
brance.?”), which occurs six times (verses 15, 17, 22, 32, 40, 51), four times immedi¬ 
ately preceded by wa-laqad yassarnd ’1-Qur‘dn lil-dhikr (‘And we have certainly made the 
Qur'an easy for purposes of remembrance”). Each of the six instances of fa-hal min mud¬ 
dakir concludes a verse, carrying the burden of part of the argument and, at the same 
time, contributing to the argument being made in the larger passage. 

Sometimes repetition draws attention to an important theme of the whole sura, as 
in siira 26, which consists of Til verses and in which the refrain-like statement, inna 
fj dhdlika la-dyatan wa-md kdna aktharuhum mu'mimn (“In this, certainly, there is a sign, 
but most of them are not believers”), occurs eight times (verses 8, 67, 103, 121, 139, 
158, 174, 190), indicating, and bearing a direct relationship to, a principal theme of 
the siira. Q 26:105-90 tells the stories of five prophets - Noah, Hud, Salih, Lot, and 
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Shu'ayb - and their nations. The five parts into which the long passage may be divided 
(105-22, 123-40, 141-59, 160-75, 176-91) have almost identical beginnings (for 
example, “The people of Noah gave the fie to the messengers” and “The ‘Ad [Hud’s 
nation] gave the lie to the messengers”) and the same ending (‘And, indeed, your Lord 
alone is the One Mighty, Merciful”), and have several other features in common. 

The verbal and conceptual repetition in these passages brings home several points, 
namely, that all prophets before Muhammad taught the same essential message; 
that aU prophets invited their nations to ground their conduct in sound belief; that 
Muhammad should not lose heart over the stubborn opposition he is facing, for 
prophets before Muhammad, too, were rejected by their nations; and that Muhammad’s 
opponents, if they do not mend their ways, will be dealt with by God in the same way 
as previous rebel nations were. In sura 16, the construction innafi dhalika la-dyatan 
li-qawmin yatafakkarun (“In this, indeed, there is a sign for people who would 
reflect”) occurs in verse 11. The construction is repeated four times, except for the verb, 
on which a variation is made; yadhdhakkarun (“who talce remembrance” [verse 
13]), yasma‘un (“who listen” [verse 65]), and yaqilun (“who use reason” [verse 67]). 
Then, in verse 69, the first verb, yatafakkarun, is repeated. The use of different verbs 
underscores the need to give full consideration to the claims of the prophetic message, 
the use of yatafakkarun at both ends of the passage creating a sort of envelope 
structure. 


Imagery 

Like pre-Islamic Arabic poetry, the Qur'an is rich in imagery. A reader of the ancient 
Arabic odes will be struck by their well-drawn images of the elements of nature, of 
heroic action on the battlefield, of the camel speeding along with its rider through the 
trackless desert, of the precious wine brought in from distant lands, and of the wistful 
lover passing, years later, through the ruins of the dwellings where he once dallied with 
his beloved. But this imagery, though delightfully vivid, is self-referential in the sense 
that it does not provide any significant leads to philosophical or moral reflection, 
Qur'anic imagery, on the other hand, adds to its graphic quality a clear focus of thought 
and is, in the end, instrumental in the sense that it reinforces the structures of Qur'anic 
thought. (In this respect, the imagery of the Qur'an invites comparison with that of the 
Bible.) We can discuss Qur'anic imagery under three heads. 


Simile (Watt and Bell 1970; 81-2) 

Many Qur'anic similes pertain to the “last day,” a key notion in the Qur'an. To the 
Arabs, mountains symbolized permanence, khawdlid (“eternal ones”) being one of 
the words they used to describe them. When the Qur'an related the cataclysmic hap¬ 
penings of the last day, many sarcastically asked; “What about the mountains - will 
they, too, perish.?” The Qur'an replied that the mountains, on that day, would lose their 
integrity, floating around “like clouds” (Q 27;88). Q 55;37 says that, on the last day, 
the sky will split up, “turning red like [freshly peeled] skin,” its blue changed to red. 
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Called out to gather at a certain place on the last day, human beings will, obeying the 
command, come running “as if they were rushing to appointed marks” (Q 70:43; in 
modern terms, as if they were eager to reach the finishing line or - not to make it sound 
too modern - to score a goal), 

A few miscellaneous similes, each firmly tied to some aspect of the Qur'anic religious 
teaching, may be noted. Q 74:50-1 says that the disbelievers shy away from the divine 
message “as if they were frightened asses running away from a lion.” The crescent 
moon, obeying the law God has laid down for it, passes through many phases and, after 
becoming a full moon, begins to diminish until it comes to look “like an old twig” (Q 
36:39). Q 7:171, referring to a pact that Israel had made with God, speaks of God’s act 
of causing the mountain to hang over the Israelites’ heads “as if it were a canopy.” And 
in a simile that would seem exotic today but must have seemed entirely appropriate 
to seventh-century Arabs, the houris of paradise are compared to “hidden eggs” (Q 
37:49), a reference to ostrich eggs, which the male of the species jealously guards - 
hiding them from predators - until they are hatched. The maiden egg was considered 
especially lovely because of its creamy yellow color, and poets frequently compared a 
pretty woman’s complexion to it. The simile, thus, describes the houris as chaste, deli¬ 
cate, weU-taken-care-of, and beautiful. A notable feature of the Qur'anic similes is the 
likening of the abstract to the concrete (Qutb 1982: 39). A good example is Q 14:18, 
which says that, on the last day, the unbelievers’ supposedly good actions will be of no 
avail to the disbelievers, those actions becoming “like ashes that a strong wind sweeps 
about on a stormy day.” 


Metaphor (Watt and Bell 1970: 82) 

The metaphors of the Qur'an, like its similes, occur in a well-defined religious context. 
Q 3:7, dividing the Qur'anic verses into “firm” or “unmistakable” and “ambiguous,” 
calls the former “the mother of the book” {umm al-kitab). The word umm (literally, 
“mother”) suggests that the “firm” verses are of foundational importance and furnish 
criteria for settling differences and judging matters, the metaphor assigning to such 
verses hermeneutic value (Islahl 2000: II, 25). 

The Arabs engaged in trade and commerce (Mecca reaped the benefits of transit 
trade, while agriculture dominated Medinan economic life), and several metaphors 
relate to this background. Q 2:141 speaks of the actions performed by humans in this 
world as earnings, for one “earns” paradise or hell in the next world on the basis of 
one’s conduct in this world. In Q 9:111, we read that God has “bought” from the believ¬ 
ers their lives and wealth in exchange for the promise that they shall have paradise in 
the next world. To spend one’s wealth in the way of God, especially in a war, is called 
advancing a “good loan” to God, who will repay it manifold (Q 2:245; 57:11). The hyp¬ 
ocrites of Medina are criticized in these words (Q 2:16): “They are the ones who bought 
misguidance in exchange for guidance [i.e., preferred misguidance to guidance], and 
so their transaction yielded no profit.” Q 35:29 says that those who read the book of 
God, regularly offer the prayer, and generously spend of the gift of wealth they have 
received from God can rightfully expect to have made a profitable transaction. Q 
61:10-12 makes the prophet say: 
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0 those who have believed, shall I tell you of a transaction that will deliver you from a 
painful punishment: That you believe in God and His messenger, and fight in the way of 
God with your wealth and your souls. This is better for you if you knew; and He will forgive 
you your sins and make you enter gardens with streams flowing underneath and good 
dwellings in gardens of eternity. This is the great success! 


Parable (Watt and Bell 1970; 81) 

The Qur'anic parables (or similitudes -1 will use the two words interchangeably), too, 
add point and color to the Qur anic argument or statements. Unlilce a simile or a 
metaphor, a parable cannot be analyzed in such a way as to establish a one-to-one cor¬ 
respondence between the persons, situations, or objects compared, the focus of atten¬ 
tion being the main point the parable is trying to make. On the other hand, by virtue 
of its relative length, the parable has greater potential than a simile or metaphor has 
to develop a thought. The central theme of the Qur'an is monotheism. In Q 14:24-5, 
the monotheistic creed is called the “good word” (kalima tayyiba), and is contrasted with 
idolatry, which is called the “evil word” (kalima khabitha): 

Have you not seen how God has struck a similitude - that of a good word.? It is hke a good 
tree whose root is entrenched and whose branches are up in the heavens; it sdelds its fruit 
every time, by the command of its Lord. And God strikes similitudes for people that they 
might take remembrance. And the similitude of an evil word is that of an evil tree that has 
been uprooted from the top of the ground, lacking as it does all stability. 

The parable can be Interpreted to mean that belief in monotheism has a solid basis in 
nature and reason and is productive of good conduct, whereas idolatry has no firm 
basis, neither in reason nor in nature, and is therefore false (Islahl 2000; IV, 14-17). 
Q 24;39, using two parables, brings into relief the Qur'anic theme that faith and works 
are integrally related: 

As for those who have disbelieved, their actions are like a mirage in a plain which a thirsty 
man takes to be water, until, when he gets to it, he finds it to be nothing, and finds by it 
God, Who will settle his account fuUy; and God is quick of recompense. Or they [actions] 
are hke layers of darkness in a deep ocean, a wave covering it, on top of which is another 
wave, on top of which are clouds - one layer of darkness atop another: when he puts out 
his hand he can scarcely see it; and he whom God gives no light has no light. 

One of the best-lmown verses of the Qur'an is Q 24:35. It makes the point that God 
is the source of all Imowledge and understanding, and it does so by presenting a simil¬ 
itude of surpassing literary beauty: 

God is the light of the heavens and the earth! His light, in terms of a similitude, is like a 
niche in which there is a lamp - the lamp is in a glass, the glass as if it were a brilliant star 
- that is being kindled by [the oU of| a blessed oUve tree that is neither [of the] eastern nor 
[of the] western [side]: its oil would all but light up, even though no Are were to touch it. 
Light upon light! God guides to His light whomever He likes. 
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The Qur'an also uses parable as a vehicle of social comment. In several parables, the 
Quraysh, the oligarchs of Mecca, who were opposed to Muhammad, are criticized for 
their reluctance to share their wealth with the poor members of their society. In Q 
68:17-33, for example, the Quraysh are compared to the owners of an orchard who 
had forgotten that they owed their affluence to God and, in their arrogance, neglected 
the poor of their community. 

We have put them [Quraysh] to the test, just as We put the people of the garden to the test, 
when they swore an oath that they would definitely pick the [fruit of the] garden early in 
the morning - and they were making no exceptions! But there came upon it [garden] a 
calamity from your Lord as they slept, and it became like a field mowed down. In the 
morning, they called out to one another: “Get to your fields early if you do intend to pick.” 
And so they set out, whispering to one another: “Let no poor man under any circumstances 
accost you today.” And they set out early, in earnestness, and in full control [of the situa¬ 
tion]! But when they saw it [garden], they said, “We have lost our way! No, we have been 
deprived!” The most reasonable man among them said, “Did I not tell you? Why do you 
not glorify God?” They said, “Glory to our Lord! We were the wrongdoers.” Then they 
started to blame one another. They said, “Woe to us, it is we who are the transgressors. 
Perhaps our Lord will give us something better in place of it: we turn to our Lord.” This is 
how the punishment is! And the punishment of the hereafter is severer. Only if they knew! 

The meaning of the parable is clear: the wealth given by God to people in this world is 
meant to test them, and failure in the test will result in the loss of that wealth in this 
life and in a harsher punishment in the next. The particular point of the parable is that 
the Quraysh, lilce the men of the orchard, have monopolized Mecca’s sources of income, 
denying the needy any share of their prosperity, thus failing in their moral obligation 
to look after the welfare of the community as a whole. For this failure, they are warned 
of dire consequences in this world and the next. They are also told that, after a certain 
time, repentance will be of no avail. 


Concluding Remarks 

A more exhaustive study than the present one will examine many other features of the 
Qur'anic language. To mention a few such features: (1) Certain sums - for instance, Q 
1-2, 7, and 10-15 - open with the so-called “broken letters,” for which no completely 
satisfactory explanation exists. That the letters posed no special problems to the 
Qur'an’s first audience suggests that the use of such letters at the beginning of orations 
- perhaps with the purpose of drawing and focusing the audience’s attention - was 
familiar to the Arabs. There may be some connection of theme and content between 
two or more sums sharing one or more of the broken letters (Islahl 2000: I, 82-4). 
(2) The Qur'anic oaths, often regarded as rhetorical flourishes, have been cogently 
explained by the Indian scholar Hamid al-DIn al-Farahl (d, 1938) as well-constructed 
arguments (Mir 1989b). (3) The relationship between sound and sense in the Qur'an 
(Sells 1993) constitutes a subject that deserves more attention than it has received. (4) 
Q 3:54, ‘And they used a secret stratagem and God used a secret stratagem” (wa-makaru 
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wa-makam ’lldh), represents a category of verses that have caused theological worries 
- for, how can wiliness be attributed to God.? But such verses can be explained as 
instances of mushdkala (formal equivalence), a stylistic feature in which identity of form 
does not necessarily imply identity of content. For example, the repetition of the verb 
makara in Q 3:54, this time with God as its subject, only signifies that God “paid them 
in the same coin,” thus thwarting their evil attempts. In the same way, Q 2:190,/a-man 
i ‘tadd alaykum fa %adu ‘alayhi bi-mithli md ‘tadd "alaykum (literally, “So, anyone who 
transgresses against you, you may transgress against them the way they have trans¬ 
gressed against you”) only means that one has the right to respond to aggression and 
not that one has the license to become an aggressor oneself, for the Qur’an declares in 
unambiguous terms that “God does not love those who commit transgression” (for 
example, Q 2:190). 

A linguistic feature lilce mushdkala highlights the need to emphasize the distinction 
between language and logic. The language of the Qur’an must not be parsed, analyzed, 
and discussed as if it were a treatise of logic. A proper understanding of that language 
requires that it be seen as belonging to the living context which gave rise to it; we saw, 
for example, how, viewed as part of a dynamic oral situation, iltifdt becomes not a type 
of the so-called “elegant variation” but a normal element in the interaction between 
a speaker and a live audience. Part of the challenge of studying the language of the 
Qur’an consists in reconstructing, through study of Classical Arabic poetry and 
through an imaginative or empathetic exercise, that living context. 
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CHAPTER 7 


Poetry and Language 

Navid Kermani 


The prophet Muhammad lived from 570 to 632 ce. He had his first visions at the age 
of 40 and, more importantly, his first auditions which continued to recur up to his death 
twenty-two years later. He recited these revelations to his countrymen, primarily to the 
people of Mecca, but also to the Arab people as a whole. He conveyed an “Arabic recita¬ 
tion,” Qur'an arabl. The word Qur'an literally means “recitation” or “that to be recited,” 
often mentioned in the early siiras without an article, hence not yet used as a proper 
noun (as-Said 1975; Graham 1987; Neuwirth 1996). The Qur'an always distinguishes 
between an ‘Arabic” and some “foreign language” {a'jami) revelation, which is not 
specifically addressed to Arabs (Izutsu 1964). Indeed, I cannot think of any other his¬ 
torical religious text that refers so often and so explicitly to the foregone conclusion that 
the revelation is expressed in a specific language. 

If We had made it a non-Arabic Qur’an (Qur'an a‘jaml), they would assuredly have said: 

“Why are its verses not clear.? What! A non-Arabic Qur’an and an Arabic messenger.?” 

(Q 41:44) 

Muhammad claimed to be the “Arabic” proclaimer of a message sent by God to all 
people. “We have sent no messenger save with the tongue of his people, that he might 
make all clear to them” (Q 14:4). This notion presupposes that Arabs felt part of one 
society, distinct from other non-Arabic societies and peoples. What is now taken to be 
a matter of fact is not at all so if we consider the political situation, geographical bound¬ 
aries, and the tribal structure of society on the Arabic peninsula in the seventh century. 
The Arabs of the jdhiliyya or pre-Islamic era did not form an alliance nor did they share 
a common political platform. Qn the contrary, tribes fought with one another and blood 
feuds racked the country. The single major organization was the tribe, influencing the 
worldview and personal ties of each Individual, Yet the numerous, warring tribes 
did feel united as a people. It was the language that constituted the unifying element 
transcending aU conflicts on the seventh-century Arabic peninsula. While many tribal 
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dialects were mutually unintelligible, the formalized language of poetry, the 'arabiyya, 
towered above all dialects (Zwettler 1978; Versteegh 1997), Poetry forged a common 
identity, overcoming this fragmentation to provide the basis for a homogeneous 
memory. 

The situation might he compared to Germany at the turn of the nineteenth century 
when literature helped small, miniature states to develop a cohesive, specifically 
“German” identity. And yet it was different. The Arabs of the early seventh century were 
Bedouins or desert nomads, linked only by caravans of traders and frequent wars 
between the tribes, who constituted an independent economic sector. Otherwise, there 
was httle or no contact between the tribes and virtually no means of communication. 
The written word was not widely disseminated, and most people were, in fact, illiterate 
and the differences between dialects made communication difficult. Yet still, through¬ 
out the Arabic region, which was a third of the size of all Europe, and spread from 
Yemen in the south to Syria in the north, from the borders of modern Iraq to the borders 
of Egypt, old Arabic poetry with its formal language, sophisticated techniques and 
extremely strict norms and standards was identical. “How this was achieved, we do not 
Imow and most probably shall never learn,” remarked the Israeli Orientalist, Shlomo D. 
Goitein, on this astonishing phenomenon (Goitein 1966: 6). 

Old Arabic poetry is a highly complex phenomenon. The vocabulary, grammatical 
idiosyncrasies and strict norms were passed down from generation to generation, and 
only the most gifted students fully mastered the language. A person had to study for 
years, sometimes even decades under a master poet before laying claim to the title of 
poet. Muhammad grew up in a world which almost religiously revered poetic expres¬ 
sion, He had not studied the difficult craft of poetry, when he started reciting verses 
publicly. Initially, the Qur'an was not a written work; it consisted of a variety of sepa¬ 
rate recitations which were later compiled in one body of work. The first suras were 
dominated by gripping, apocalyptic scenarios, appeals for a return to spiritual and 
moral values, the equality of man and his responsibility to himself and others. The lan¬ 
guage was extremely powerful, captivating contemporary audiences with its pulsating 
rhythms, striking use of sound patterns, and a fantastical matrix of images (Sells 1999; 
Boullata 2000). Yet Muhammad’s recitations differed from poetry and from the 
rhyming prose of the soothsayers, the other conventional form of inspired, metrical 
speech at that time. The norms of old Arabic poetry were strangely transformed, the 
subjects developed differently, and the meter was abandoned. While poetry was, in polit¬ 
ical terms, generally conservative, reinforcing the moral and social order of the day, the 
whole impetus of the early Qur'an, its topics, metaphors, and ideological thrust, was 
towards revolutionary change. All this was new to Muhammad’s contemporaries. Qn 
the other hand, however, the way the verses were used conformed to the rules of old 
Arabic poetry. And, more important still, the Qur'an was written in the arabiyya, the 
code, as it were, of contemporary poetry. Therefore, despite the discrepancies in form 
and content, many listeners initially perceived Muhammad as a poet. 

The Qur'an traces its own reception to an extent which seems unprecedented for a 
revelatory text: it documents the reactions of both believing and unbelieving audiences 
in series of citations and comments. The Qur'an itself reveals that the criticism most 
lilcely to incense the prophet was the claim that he was a mere poet. Although in later 
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suras the response to this claim is rather stereotypical, the minuteness of detail, espe¬ 
cially in early accounts, indicates that this allegation must have been seen as a real 
threat. It is safe to assume that certain actions, conduct, or speeches led to Muhammad 
being labeled a poet, especially in the first phase of the revelation. If, after all, nothing 
in his performance evoked this comparison, his opponents would have sought other 
ways of undermining his claim to be a prophet. They could have accused him of being 
a liar, a thief, or a charlatan: “But what they said was: he just composes poetry, he is a 
poet” (Q 21:5). The claim by Muhammad’s opponents that the Qur'an was poetry 
cannot have been purely polemic, but must have reflected what many people felt: not 
because the collective consciousness identified the Qur an with poetry, but because 
poetry (and the other gemes of inspired speech) were the only ones people could relate 
it to at all, it being “the least different.” Early Muslim sources regularly note that the 
people of Mecca consulted poets and other hterary masters for advice on how to tech¬ 
nically categorize Muhammad’s recitations. These “experts” - both astonished and fas¬ 
cinated - most often replied that the Qur'an was neither poetry nor rhyming prose, thus 
defining the boundaries for evaluating the Qur'an. “I know many Qasides and rajaz 
verses, and am even familiar with the poems of the Jinnee. But, by God, his recitation 
is like none of them” remarked one famous poet, WalTd b. Mughira (Ibn Kathir 1987: 
I, 499) echoing the perception of many of Muhammad’s contemporaries, how it was 
memorized by later generations. Yet while sources consistently insist that the poets and 
orators were aware of the stylistic difference of the Qur'an, they acknowledged that 
simple people found it hard to clearly distinguish between poetry and revelation. The 
tradition tells how the poet and prophet’s companion, ‘Abd Allah b. Rawaha, was sur¬ 
prised and challenged by his wife as he was leaving a concubine’s chambers. She had 
long harbored the suspicion that he was having a clandestine affair. Knowing that ‘Abd 
Allah had sworn never to recite the Qur'an unless he was ritually pure (which he would 
not have been after an act of adultery), she asks him to read from the Qur'an in order 
to show him up. The poet immediately reads three verses of a poem that sound so like 
the Qur'an that his wife exonerates him, thinking “it was a Qur'an” (Ibn Manzur 1956: 
VII, 183). 

The danger of being wrongly identified as poetry forced the Qur'an to distance itself 
from it. The poets were, after all, direct rivals, since they both used the same formal lan¬ 
guage, the arabiyya, both invoked heavenly powers and, like the prophet, both claimed 
to be the supreme authorities of their communities (Zwettler 1991). ‘And the poets - 
the perverse follow them” (Q 26:24), The polemic against poets can only be understood 
in this context, and a good example can be found in sura 26. The argument had nothing 
to do with literary rivalry. It was a contest for leadership, but not just the leadership of 
a single tribe, as enjoyed by the poets. The entire tribal structure of Arabic society with 
its polytheism was challenged by the Qur'an, since it proclaimed the principle of unity, 
i.e. the unity of God and the unity of the community. Poets, on the other hand, repre¬ 
sented more than any other social group the social and spiritual order of the jdhiliyya, 
which was characterized politically by tribalism, and spiritually, by polytheism. Con¬ 
trary to popular claims, the Qur'an is not generally anti-poetry. Poets are criticized in 
a very concrete context, some of them being labeled as those who insist on their lead¬ 
ership role and are inspired by demons. In the same passage specifically excluded from 
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this criticism are poets who “believe, and do righteous deeds, and remember God oft” 
(0 26:227). 

Obviously, the prophet succeeded in this conflict with the poets, otherwise Islam 
would not have spread like wildfire. The Our'an itself just obliquely refers to the reasons 
for its success, ft may reflect upon the situation at the time of the revelation, mention¬ 
ing real events and developments, but it does so for audiences already familiar with 
these events. So, unlike the history books, it does not relate what happened on a par¬ 
ticular day, but just relies on keywords to jolt the memory of the listener. Modern 
readers, who in general accept Muslim historiography as a relevant source, often have 
to consult secondary sources to reconstruct the historical context, including bio¬ 
graphies, history books or writings on the “occasions of revelation” (asbab al-nuzul). 

In the Western view of the early development of Islam, it was social, ideological, 
propagandistic, or military reasons for the success of Muhammad’s prophetic mission. 
Western historians have aclmowledged the prophet’s charisma and his egalitarian 
message. Yet Muslim sources paint a different picture. Over the ages they have empha¬ 
sized the literary quality of the Qur'an as a decisive factor for the spread of Islam among 
seventh-century Arabs. They refer to the numerous stories in Muslim literature that 
recount the overwhelming effect of Qur'an recitation on Muhammad’s contempo¬ 
raries, tales about people spontaneously converting, crying, screaming, falling into 
ecstasy, fainting or even dying while hearing verses from the Qur'an. Qver the cen¬ 
turies, Muhammad’s conflict with the poets was more and more portrayed in terms of 
a literary struggle, enacted partly in the imagery of a classical poet’s duel. The follow¬ 
ing - clearly invented (Ndldeke 1967; Kister 1980) - anecdote by the greatest Arabic 
poet, Labid b. Rabfa (d. ca. 40/660-1), is proof of this. As a sign of his supremacy, 
Labid nailed his poems to the entrance to the Ka'ba. None of Labld’s rivals dared chal¬ 
lenge his authority by pinning their own verses next to Labld’s. Qne day, though, a 
group of followers of Muhammad approached the gate. At that time, Muhammad was 
denounced by contemporary pagan Arab society as an obscure sorcerer and deranged 
poet. They pinned up a passage from the second sura of the Qur'an and called upon 
Labid to read it aloud. The King-Poet laughed at their impudence. Still, either to pass 
the time or to mock them, he agreed to recite the verses. Overwhelmed by their beauty, 
he converted to Islam on the spot (Lane 1843: 88). 

This type of conversion is a recurring image in early Muslim historical sources, and 
the later these sources are, the more embellished the aesthetic power of the Qur'anic 
looks (Juynboll 1974: Kermani 2000). One story tells of the story of the poet and noble¬ 
man al-’Tufayl b. ‘Amr al-DawsI. When he arrived at Mecca some men of the Quraysh 
called on him, warning him about Muhammad’s magic speeches. They urgently 
advised him not to listen to his recitations. “By God, they were so persistent that I indeed 
decided neither to listen to anything he said nor to spealc to him,” al-'Tufayl is quoted 
as saying in Ibn Ishaq’s early biography of the prophet. The poet even stuffed wool in 
his ears, “fearing that some of his words still might get through, whereas I did not want 
to hear any of it.” In the Ka'ba, al-'Tufayl eventually met the prophet performing his 
prayer, “Here I am, an intelligent man and poet, I can distinguish between the beauti¬ 
ful and the repulsive,” he said to himself. “So what is to prevent me from listening to 
what this man is saying.?” He took the wool out of his ears, followed Muhammad to his 
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house and asked him to recite something. On the spot al-Tufayl converted to Islam, 
stating “By God, never before have I heard a word more beautiful than this,” He 
returned to his clan and won the majority of his companions over to Islam (Ibn Hisham 
n.d.: 175f.). The Sirens in the twelfth book of Homer’s Odyssey could not have been 
more seductive. 

The idiosyncratic nature of these identical accounts of conversion - which, inci¬ 
dentally, always feature one or more protagonists who do not like or do not know of the 
prophet, listen to a few verses from the Qur'an and convert to Islam on the spot - is 
obvious if we search for comparisons in other religions. The phenomenon of a conver¬ 
sion inspired - in the narrow sense - by an aesthetic experience often recurs even in 
later Islam but is relatively seldom found in Christianity. Neither in the Gospels nor else¬ 
where are similar accounts reported in any comparable frequency. As far as we know 
from autobiographical testimonies, the legendary conversions and initiation events in 
Christian history - Paul, Augustine, Pascal, or Luther, for instance - were triggered by 
other, equally remarkable but not primarily aesthetic experiences. It is not the beauty 
of divine revelation but the moral and ethical message which is the most striking 
feature of these accounts. This does not imply that the evolution and practice of Chris¬ 
tianity - or any other religion - can be imagined without the aesthetic fascination of 
specific sites, texts, hymns. Images, scents, actions, gestures, and garments, Protes¬ 
tantism would never have spread so quickly in the German-speaking regions if it had 
not been for the rhetorical force of Luther’s Bible. Yet in the portrayal of their past by 
the Christian, or more specifically, Protestant community, the aesthetic momentum is 
less significant, however relevant its role in religious practice. Few Christians would 
claim that the disciples followed Jesus because he was so handsome or spoke so elo¬ 
quently. In turn, Christian religious instruction would hardly teach that the triumph of 
Christianity was due to the stylistic perfection of the Gospels. Surely there were con¬ 
versions to Christianity inspired by the beauty of the scriptures, but these are not 
treated as a literary topos in the body of testimonies on the propagation of Christian¬ 
ity, They are also not treated as a topos in the literature on the history of the salvation 
of humankind by God, But, for Muslims, the aesthetic fascination with the Qur'an is 
an integral part of their religious tradition. It is this collective awakening, interpreta¬ 
tion of theological reflection on the aesthetics of the text which specifically defines the 
religious world of Islam - and not the aesthetic experience as such, which seems to 
occur during the reception of any sacred texts. Only in Islam did the rationalization of 
aesthetic experience culminate in a distinct theological doctrine of poetics, the Vjdz, 
based on the superiority and inimitability of the Qur'an (Neuwirth 1983). For a Chris¬ 
tian, the reasoning of the ijdz is highly peculiar: I believe in the Qur'an because the 
language is too perfect to have been composed by man. One can see this as an aesthetic 
proof of God or truth. In Western civilization, virtually no equivalent exists in the 
sphere of religion. The nearest we get is perhaps our subjective response to certain 
works of, say, Bach or Mozart. Typically enough, audiences often refer to them as 
“divine.” 

For centuries, the relationship between revelation and poetry in Arabic cultural 
history was as close as at the start of the revelation. In fact, literary study owes its 
existence to the Qur'an, If the miracle of Islam is the language of revelation, then the 
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language of the Qur'an must be analyzed in literary terms and, to prove its superior¬ 
ity, be compared to other texts, that is, poetry. The initial thrust was apologetic, but lit¬ 
erary interest soon departed from the theological context. Particularly beginning in the 
fourth/tenth to srxth/twelfth centuries, great works on Arabic poetics were produced, 
anticipating many of the findings of modern linguistics and literary studies. Arabic 
rhetoricians discussed the Qur'an and poetry together, refusing to play one off against 
the other. The most fascinating example of this kind of scholarship seems to me the 
Iranian ‘Abd al-Qahir al-Jurjanl (d. 471/1078 or 474/1081), a leading theologian and 
literary scholar of the fifth/eleventh century, who consistently focused on the specific 
merits of the poetical language as such, be it in the Qur'an or in poetry. Anticipating 
many findings of twentieth-century structuralism and semiotics, al-Jurjanl analyzed 
the specifics of the poetical use of language by comparing the Qur'an and poetry - an 
interweaving of theology and literary studies hardly conceivable in today's Arabic 
world, both in terms of academic precision and theological legitimacy (al-Jurjanl 1984; 
Abu Deeb 1979). 

I have spoken of literary studies which, inspired by the Qur'an, was soon to become 
autonomous. The Qur'an had a paradoxical effect on poetry itself, secularizing it in a 
way. Following the triumph of Islam, poets Initially relinquished their metaphysical 
claim and focused on secular motives Instead, such as love, court and urban life, and 
the virtues. Later, in the second/eighth and thlrd/ninth century, they repositioned 
themselves in the ‘Abbasid courts and cities by distancing themselves from Islam. In 
deliberate rivalry to prophetic revelation, they sought other sources of inspiration than 
the concept of one God, such as the jinn and Satan. The best known satanic verses were 
written by Abu Nuwas (d. ca. 19 8/813), probably the best known poet in Arabic litera¬ 
ture. Yet, similar to Europe in the modern era, the recourse to transcendental powers 
was more a literary motif than one based on real experience. The aim was to break 
Islam’s monopoly on inspiration. Poets competed with the Qur'an, striving to surpass 
it stylistically. In the second/eighth century, poets and writers like Bashshar b. Burd 
(d. ca. 167/784), Salih b. ‘Abd al-Quddus (d. ca. 167/783), ‘Abd al-HamId b. Yahya 
al-Katib (d. 132/750) met in literary circles, above all in Basra. They spurred each other 
on with comments like “Your poem is better than this or that verse in the Qur'an,” or 
“That fine is more beautiful than such and such a verse in the Qur'an,” and so 
forth (Goldziher 1889/90: II, 402). Up to the middle of the fifth/eleventh century, 
in fact, intellectuals like al-MutanabbI (d. 354/965) or al-Ma‘arrI (d. 449/ 
1058) continued to challenge the superiority of Qur'anic language. Nevertheless, the 
Qur'an remained a model or yardstick even for those who denied the miraculous char¬ 
acter of Qur'anic language. Indeed, one of the mentioned poets of Basra, Bashshar b. 
Burd, reportedly boasted that one of his own poems, recited by a singer in Baghdad, 
was superior even to the 59th sum. Surely, he was convinced by his own poetry - but 
even he seems not to have thought badly at all of the stylistic quality of the Qur'an. 

As much as poets contested the Qur'an, theologians criticized poetry. Arabic poetry 
was the revelation’s main rival, posing an even greater threat than other religions 
gaining ground in Muslim regions. The relationship between the two was, and in some 
ways, still is highly ambivalent. In Arabic tradition, poetry was the only medium, apart 
from the revelation - and later mystical discourses - that was aclmowledged to have 
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access, albeit limited in transcendental reality, to supernatural inspiration. This occurs 
even where poetry is rejected, because this claim is accepted (otherwise, being insignif¬ 
icant, it could have been dismissed), despite being seen as dangerous and blasphemous. 

This view of poetry as potentially blasphemous became one of the fundamental 
themes of Arabic literature. As long as it remained secular, it was rarely subjected to 
moral or political restrictions within Muslim culture. Yet, once it competed directly with 
religion, be it via reference to divine sources of inspiration or attempts to imitate and 
srupass the Qur'an stylistically, poets became targets of religiously motivated criticism 
and were sometimes persecuted. From a modern perspective, these attacks on ortho¬ 
dox or simply traditional religion link them to “the Promethean enterprise of modern 
poetry,” as Octavio Paz describes it, that is, the wish to create “a new sacred order to 
challenge the modern Church” (Paz 1990: 148). The Syrian poet Adonis (b. 1930) is 
one of the major figures in the Arabic world committed to this ancient yet new under- 
taldng. His work can be read as a passionate, at times violent, at times tender explo¬ 
ration of his own intellectual and aesthetic tradition. There is a religious thrust to his 
work but one which makes it impious. Adonis does not write religious poetry, that is, 
poetry that serves the cause of religion; his poetry actually contests the status of reli¬ 
gion. In this, he identifies with the role of the poet in the jdhiliyya, whose prophetic 
claims are rejected by Islam, and, furthermore, with mystical poets like al-Hallaj (d. 
309/922) and al-Niffari who wrote in the fourth/tenth century. The mystical poets, 
however, helped reinstate the metaphysical seriousness of poetry, which had been more 
or less secularized by Islam, and the invocation of demons, angels, or Satan was more 
a formal device than an expression of a real transcendental experience. They elevated 
poetry to the level of prophetic vision. At the same time, they dismissed the canon of 
rules governing Arabic poetic tradition in an effort to forge a new linguistic and intel¬ 
lectual reality, just as, says Adonis, the Qur'an had done in bygone times, and as he also 
does in his own poetry. Unlike mystical poets, who saw themselves as Muslims and jus¬ 
tified their breach of conventional aesthetic and religious norms in religious terms, 
Adonis rejects any Islamic connotation whatsoever. He sheds religion, but instead of 
ignoring it like many of his contemporaries, he analyzes the shedding process. 

Today I burnt the phantom of Saturday 

I burnt the phantom of Friday 

Today I threw away the mask of the house 

And replaced the blind God of stone 

And the God of seven days 

With a dead God (Adonis 1998: 52) 

Adonis epitomizes the aforementioned ambivalence between the Qur'an and poetry. He 
substitutes the God of seven days with a dead God. Yet this is the very poet who praises 
the Qur'an as the source of modernity in Arabic poetry (Adonis 1985: 50f.). In his 
theoretical work, Adonis analyzes the language of the Qur'an in detail, its literary and 
aesthetic provocative power, and its breach with traditional norms. 

Indeed, the Qur'an emiched Arabic poetry more than any other text. It liberated 
it from the narrow framework of existing genres and inspired new approaches to 
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language, imagery, and the use of motifs. Conventional standards, and the theoretical 
analysis of language and literature can both be traced to the hermeneutics of the 
Qur'an, Just as theologians referred to poetry to analyze the language of the Qur'an, 
the reverse also happened and still does: poets and literary scholars refer to the 
Qur'an in order to analyze poetry. Qne example is the movement of so-called 
“modernists” (muhdathun) in Arabic poetry, who dominated literary debate in the 
second/eighth and third/ninth centuries. The imagery of the Qur'an and its styhstic 
departures from the strict formal rules of poetry inspired the “modernists” to introduce 
new rhetorical devices and replace traditional norms. In the purely literary-aesthetic 
discussion of poetry conducted by the modernists, the Qur'an was the obvious key ref¬ 
erence point because of its poetic structure. 

Adonis, too, is in fact an example of the literary power of the Qur'an, The language 
of his poetry absorbs the language of the Qur'an, reconstructing it and dismantling it 
from within. And the language he chooses is none other than the "ambiyya, the 1,500- 
year old literary language of the Arabs. It is both a curse and a blessing: a language 
which even in pre-Islamic times had already matured into a structure of breath-taldng 
complexity, regularity, and semantic density, largely removed from the common ver¬ 
nacular, which consisted of dozens of dialects. A language which still retains virtually 
the same form and structure has hardly changed, and whose strict metrical norms are 
stiU taught. The durability of the language is mainly due to the Qur'an, whose use of 
the idiom of old Arabic poetry has given it unique normative power (Fiick 1950). Apart 
from Sanskrit, Arabic grammar may be the only grammar in which the rules are not 
based on linguistic reality. In both theory and practice, these are based on one single 
book, whose grammatical reality - unchanged since the era of pre-Islamic poetry - 
ignored everyday communication to become a truly absolute standard. 

Roman Jakobson once raised the following question: how would Russian literary lan¬ 
guage have flourished “if the Ukrainian poet Gogol had not appeared on the scene 
speaking poor Russian” (Jakobson 1993: 68f.). The Arabic world may have had also its 
Gogols, but the existence of a divine model did prevent the transformation of its lin¬ 
guistic norms as it has happened within the Russian language. Uniquely, Arabic gram¬ 
matical rules and the aesthetic norm are scarcely affected by the inexorable passage of 
time. Instead, for centuries, a historical expression of language has been enshrined as 
the ideal: only the finer points are examined and described in increasing depth by gram¬ 
marians, and while it is judged inaccessible, it is the duty of every literary scholar and 
rhetorician to try to understand it. 

Arabic is thus an extreme example of how sacral languages are consciously kept 
static and, while unable to prevent it totally, very effectively block the evolution of a 
language. Yet, at the same time, colloquial language continues to evolve just like in 
every other culture: external influences, for instance, seep into the language keeping 
sources of lively perception and description alive in a dynamic environment. Clifford 
Geertz (1976: 1490) spoke of a “linguistic schizophrenia” - the formal language is 
upheld as the only, true language, although it has become increasingly removed from 
real, everyday language and has to be learnt almost as a foreign language. None of the 
Arabic dialects developed into a formally distinct language as happened in Italian, Even 
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if the dialects virtually constitute a separate language as in Maghreb, they are not seen 
as such. Although the differences between the local vernacular and educated language 
are greater than between Latin and Italian, they are still defined as dialects. The reason 
is that Arabs still define themselves - Muslim Arabs, Christians, and even Jewish Arabs 
well into the twentieth century - as a community solely defined by the language, that 

is, the 1,400-year-old language of poetry and the Qur'an (Chejne 1969: 18ff.). 

But, unlike Latin, classical Arabic is still a living language, existing parallel to the 
dialects. It is the official language, and the language of science and poetry. This unique 
resilience is due to the Qur'an, which, written in the idiom of old Arabic poetry, 
acquired unique normative power. However, one is rarely conscious that modern edu¬ 
cated Arabic is not identical to the language of the Qur'an, but is grammatically, mor¬ 
phologically, and acoustically far more simple. Nevertheless, the listener unconsciously 
perceives modern high Arabic as an old, venerable language and instinctively equates 
it with ancient Arabic literature. As a result, Arabic poets who have mastered the sub¬ 
tleties of classical Arabic find it easy to generate a mythical aura. It is far harder to 
imbue this language with a sense of contemporaneity. Modern Arabic poetry regularly 
attempts this, often with considerable success. 

At the same time, vernacular poetry continues to flourish today. Great poets and 
singers spontaneously compose poetry during performances and enjoy enormous pres¬ 
tige among all classes of society. But this poetry was and still is assigned to popular 
culture, which is strictly divorced from high culture. Now, however, some young poets 
are consciously opting for simple, modern language, and, instead of wrestling with clas¬ 
sical standards, choose to simply ignore them. At an intellectual and culturo-political 
level, this is innovative and honest, but at an aesthetic level, as far as I can see, it has 
not been too successful. Many young poets simply do not bother with the rules and 
tonal diversity of Arabic literary language, which must be mastered in order to destroy 

it. Their poetry is closer to colloquial language, their delivery as monotonous and com¬ 
monplace as poetry readings in Europe nowadays. In a milieu steeped in bathos, this 
new brashness could have a quality of directness, but judging from the poems of the 
young poets I have read or listened to while I was living in Cairo, it tends to fall flat. 
Their poetry possesses none of the immediacy of spontaneous popular poetry inspired 
by the people, nor the aura, tonality, or rhythmic quality of classical literary language. 

As evidence that the Arabic language may generate some form of verbal magic, and 
the pure sound of the precisely accentuated words evoke a strangely solemn, almost 
sacred yet vigorous mood which is totally separate from the semantic meaning, one 
need only attend a Qur'anic recitation or a public reading by one of the greatest con¬ 
temporary poets. Both have preserved the extreme differentiation of the consonants, 
the wealth of phonetic nuances and the sometimes exorbitantly lengthy vowels. Both 
are a concert of tone and rhythm. The fascination they hold even for listeners who do 
not speak fluent Arabic is partly due to the succession of highly differentiated, com¬ 
pressed consonants which culminate in a momentous semantic-acoustic explosion, 
with the vocals extremely drawn out to achieve an air of solemnity. Both the differen¬ 
tiation of the consonants and the melodic vowels are rare, and do not occur in collo¬ 
quial Arabic. Colloquial Arabic languages have, naturally, reduced the variety of 
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nuances and cropped the vowels to a manageable length. The entire acoustic range of 
classical Arabic has only been preserved in poetry and, more extensively, in Qur'anic 
recitations (Nelson 1985), 

Yet this fascination contains its dangers: since, in Muslim interpretation, God chose 
the wonderful Arabic language to address mankind, it has acquired a status which 
many of its spealcers stiU find binding, elevating, and sometimes oppressive. This makes 
Arabic particularly open to stagnation, mythologization, formalization, kitsch, and ide¬ 
ological exploitation, or demagoguery. It is the fascination and danger of all verbal 
magic, that great, controversial theme of the twentieth century, which preoccupied 
thinkers like Scholem, Wittgenstein, Benjamin and Karl Krauss, Anyone who has wit¬ 
nessed a well-phrased, rousing public speech in an Arabic country has felt the power¬ 
ful, “magical” effect of the language upon the audience. 

It is difficult to imagine how such a speech might sound in a different language, 
removed from the constant presence of a 1,500-year-old language with strong sacral 
overtones in society, in its theology, literature, and politics. The “mythical” power of lan¬ 
guage in an Arabic milieu is apparent. A politician, theologian, or poet who starts 
speaking in classical Arabic uses a tool which, provided he is a good orator, is sure to 
captivate a wide audience. Language operates here as a kind of time machine, effec¬ 
tively transporting all present back to a mythical epoch. Even television broadcasts of 
a speech by, say, Arafat, Qaddafi, or Saddam Hussein have the same effect. But how 
much more impressive were Nasser’s great speeches, whose uprising was due to his 
extraordinary rhetorical skill. 

In the Egyptian film Nasser 5 7, broadcast throughout the Arabic world some years 
ago, it became clear just how consummately Nasser, portrayed by the actor Ahmad 
ZakkI, could manipulate the various levels of the Arabic language, shifting from 
popular to high Arabic, captivating and persuading audiences by the sheer power of his 
rhetorical skill. He is proof that the dramatic delivery of punctuated formal Arabic 
phrases at a crucial moment, even a simple “old-fashioned” turn of phrase like ya 
ayyuhd 1-ikhwa (“0 brethren”) can electrify audiences and link the orator to a 1,500- 
year-old line of ancestors. Even the crowded cinema in Beirut, where I saw the film in 
1996, vibrated with an incredible tension. When, at last, in the final scene, Nasser 
addressed his audience in the classical vocative, emitting familiar classical phrases from 
a mask-like face, the tension in the audience was palatable. And, at the end of the 
speech, when, from the pulpit of Azhar University, Nasser, the socialist, cries out Alldhu 
akbar four times, punctuated by short, pregnant pauses, the wheel comes full circle and 
he is back where his own history began: he becomes a prophet. 

Modern Arabic leaders, like the Mubaraks, the Assads, and the young monarchs, do 
not possess Nasser’s rhetorical skill, which accounts for their lack of effect. Thus, rival 
leaders are driven even more to resort to the ‘arabiyya, the ancient language of the 
poets, the language of the Qur’an, which is both a treasure and a weapon. The fasci¬ 
nation of fundamentalism is also bound up with language. Their leaders try to speak 
pure Arabic, untainted by dialects or foreign words. Except superficially, this generally 
has little to do with the Qur an or its dynamics, since the Qur’an vibrates with energy 
and a richness of sound, and its fascination lies in its breach of norms. The Arabic 
spoken by modern fundamentalists is often appallingly trite, puritanical, conformist 
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and, in fact, artificial. It is, however, perceived as pure and religious, mythical and, in 
a dull, banal sense, sublime. The mere code of the language becomes a tool used to legit¬ 
imate their claim to the status of a sacred authority. 

Watching Osama bin Laden’s first video broadcast after the start of the American 
air offensive on Afghanistan, I was struck by the exquisite Arabic he spoke. Not once 
did he slip into dialect, as usually happens with the modern generation of Arabic 
leaders, nor did he confuse the complicated flectional endings, a mistake made even by 
intellectuals. He chose antiquated vocabulary, familiar to educated Arabs from religious 
literature and classical poetry, and avoided neologisms. It was, in a way, the stiff, puri¬ 
tanical, conformist, even artificial Arabic already mentioned, with one significant dif¬ 
ference. For the first time, I witnessed a person use the puritanical form so naturally 
that even I fell under its spell. 

The crucial rhetorical point of the speech was not its beauty as such: Osama bin 
Laden evoked the unadulterated purity of the language. It sounded like a traditional 
speech. In reality, though, his rhetoric represents a complete break with tradition. The 
real heirs of this tradition, the Arab theologians of today, speak very differently - if they 
are rhetorically well educated - with their exquisitely varying enunciation of high 
Arabic consonants, precise modulation and length of vowels, the result of many years 
of learning during which they are taught Qur'anic recitation and eloquence. Osama 
bin Laden lacks this training, and although he spealcs antiquated Arabic, it sounds 
simple, clear, and modest. In fact, his rhetoric works precisely because of the lack of 
rhetorical ornament, and the conscious modesty of expression. This linguistic asceti¬ 
cism marks a rejection of the burden of tradition, a return to pure roots - also sym¬ 
bolized by his attire and location, namely the cave - all the props needed to create a 
prophetic aura. Even the lack of accentuation in his rhetoric echoes the puritanical 
Wahhabi spirit, which is allegedly identical with the divine spirit of the prophet. This 
break with prevailing tradition was most obvious when Osama bin Laden cited phrases 
from the Qur'an: while other speakers grotesquely raise and lower their voices when 
they recite the revelation, Osama bin Laden proceeded in the same solicitous tone, as if 
he wished to persuade his audience through the clarity of his message alone. 

Osama bin Laden rejects the factual history of Islam in order to return to an alleged 
primordial origin, but he also turns his back on the predominant rhetorical tradition. 
He rejects ornamentation of any kind, rhetorical devices, in fact, the entire history of 
interpretation of the Qur'an, to return to the unadulterated, original wording, the pure, 
naked scripture. It is no coincidence that, in Christianity, this explicit eschewal of aes¬ 
thetic splendor is found in Protestantism, particularly Pietism. The rejection by the new 
Muslim puritans of excessively musical Qur'anic recitations, especially in Saudi Arabia, 
is an essential one. A fundamentalist reading of a source text in literary terms could be 
defined as the assertion of a single, eternally valid, literal interpretation. Thus, a fun¬ 
damentalist exegesis negates the diversity of the possible interpretations which, in the 
theological tradition of Islam, lilce Judaism, was always seen as a merit. 

Classical Muslim interpreters agreed that no verse of the Qur'an could be reduced 
to one single, absolute meaning, insisting that the Qur'an was dhii wujuh, implying that 
it has many faces, similar to the many pdnTm or faces that Jewish scholars find in the 
Torah. Today, virtually all secular readings by modern Muslim scholars subscribe to 
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this fundamentalist principle of Muslim exegesis: they insist upon the heterogeneous 
meaning of the text, including - implicitly or explicitly - the poetry of the Qur'an, its 
poetically structured language, since any poetic text can be read and interpreted from 
many perspectives without affecting its irreproducible singularity. The very hetero¬ 
geneity of meaning defines the text as poetic, indeed, it stops being poetic once it is 
unambiguous. It is then reduced to a mere treatise, an ideological manifesto or - in the 
case of the Revelation text - a mere book of laws. For scholars like the Egyptians Amin 
al-KhulI, Muhammad Ahmad Khalaf Allah and Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd or the Iranians 
‘AbdoUcarim Sorush and Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestarl, this insistence on the het¬ 
erogeneous meaning of the text and the innovative, variable act of interpretation is 
related to an emphasis on its aesthetic features (Kermani 1996; Speicher 1997; 
Taji-Farouki 2004). They know that if the Qur'an is accepted as a revelation and as a 
literary monument and body of sound, this will open up a whole cosmos of signs, mean¬ 
ings, and interpretations, and allow it to be read in a multitude of different ways. This 
relationship to the revelation is diametrically opposed to the claim to a monopoly of 
interpretation, as more or less advocated by Islamist movements. Therefore, they warn 
against arbitrariness, stressing the clarity of the divine word and thus neglecting its 
beauty. The intellectual and often physical conflict surrounding the Qur'an which is 
being played out today in the Islamic world is also a conflict about its aesthetic dimen¬ 
sion, which some feel is in danger of being lost. 

I spoke earlier of the Sirenic effect of Qur'anic recitation. I would like to finish with 
a citation from Franz Kafka: “Now the Sirens have an even more terrible weapon than 
singing: their silence” (Kafka 1983: 58). 


Author note 

This chapter contains some thoughts and reflections, addressed to a generai reader, which were, 
to a iarge part, discussed more comprehensiveiy and with detailed bibliographical notes in 
Kermani 1999. A first version of this chapter was published in German in Kursbuch 149 (Sep¬ 
tember 2002), pp. S145-60. A shortened English version of it was also published in the Times 
Literary Supplement (London) for October 1, 2004. As I do not deal with the Qur’an as such, but 
solely with its reception within Arab Muslim communities, I leave out questions of Muhammad’s 
historicity and the genesis of the text. The foundational history of Islam is taken here as it is 
memorized by the community, not as a historical fact. For a methodological outline of that 
approach cf. Assmann 1992. 
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CHAPTER 8 


Foreign Vocabulary 

Michael Carter 


The Qur'an proclaims itself to be an “Arabic Qur'an” {Qur'an arabi, Q 12:2; 20:113; 
39:28; 41:3; 42:7; 43:3) revealed in “a clear Arabic tongue” (lisdn arabi mubln, 
Q 16:103; 26:195). In Q 16:103 and 41:44 there is an explicit contrast between 
‘Arabic” arabi, and “non-Arabic, foreign,” ‘ajaml. Interpretations differ on the circum¬ 
stances and meaning of these last two verses, but the implications are unmistakable: 
this revelation was delivered in a language familiar to its audience, though it is not 
certain whether “Arabic” denotes the natural speech of the people around Muhammad 
or the elevated diction of public address, as in the utterances of soothsayers and 
poets. For the purposes of this chapter the distinction is not important: medieval 
Muslims regarded the language of the Qur'an as formally identical with that of poetry, 
differing only in its divine source of inspiration. In this framework, mubln has to be 
understood literally as “making or being clear,” and there is no need for the specula¬ 
tion (see Zammit 2002: 37 for references to Corriente) that it meant “falling between, 
intermediate,” that is, between everyday Arabic and the archaic, fully inflected lan¬ 
guage of poetry. 

Clear though it was intended to be, the Qur'an contains at least five kinds of 
acknowledged obscurity. There are the famous “mysterious letters” at the beginning 
of twenty-nine suras, there are the mutashdbihdt, the “ambiguous verses,” there are the 
numerous “strange, rare” (gharlb) expressions, mostly native words, which puzzled 
the lexicographers, there are the textual variants (gird at), and there are the words 
which look and sound “foreign” {ajami, ajami). The presence of foreign words in the 
Qur'an was recognized from the start - by none less than the prophet’s cousin and 
father of exegesis, ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas (d. ca. 68/686) - and the early commentators 
of the second/eighth century were apparently unconcerned by these non-Arabic 
elements (Versteegh 1993: 89ff. lists the languages mentioned by the first generation 
of exegetes). 

This chapter talces no position on the alleged debt of Islam to earlier religions which 
has been inferred from these foreign words, and the strildng overlap in biblical and 
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Qur'anic content is left for others to interpret. Kronholm’s laconically objective review 
of 150 years of scholarship on this theme (1982-3) is recommended as the best 
coverage of this battleground of conflicting opinions. All it lacks (apart from a little 
updating, e.g. Luxenberg 2000; Rippin 1991) is a reference to one S. Mahdihassan 
(for example, 1953, on kursT, “throne,” is just one example of his work), who appears 
to beheve that several Qur'anic words are derived from Chinese. 


Attitudes of the Medieval Arabs 

The Arabs were sensitive to the foreignness of many Qur'anic words (al-Suyuti lists 
more than a hundred; see Rippin 2003), and it behooves us to respect their Sprachge- 
fuhl, as they identified a number of items recognized as foreign by Western scholars 
also. Jeffery’s account of their efforts is somewhat patronizing, and his secondary 
sources even more so; he cites (1938; 30, n. 4) Dvorak’s notion that some etymologies 
were motivated by a simple desire to conceal ignorance, a criticism which is directed 
against Jeffery himself by Tritton (1939-42) regarding the supposed Ethiopian origin 
of khayma, “tent.” 

The medieval Arabs’ knowledge of foreign languages is more empathetically 
described by Baalbald, who shows that there were systematic criteria for distinguish¬ 
ing foreign words (1983; also set out in Kopf 1961, E12 2004; mu‘arrab). A word 
betrays its foreign origins if it has no known Arabic root, contains an abnormal 
sequence of phonemes or is of a shape not commonly found in native Arabic. Thus the 
patterns faal and/u Ian are characteristic of loan words, such as khdtani, Want, burhdn, 
buhtdn, sultan and most famously qufdn itself. A delicate case is the name alyasa\ 
“Elisha,” whose first element could be mistaken for the definite article al- (cf. Jeffery 
1938; 68) but al-Earra= (d. 207/822) (1955-72; I, 342), points out that the article is 
not normally prefixed to proper names beginning with the letter yd". 

SIbawayhi (d. ca, 180/796), the founder of grammatical science, states that “God’s 
servants were addressed in their own way of speaking and the Qur'an came to them in 
their own language” (1881-5; I, 139; 1898-1900; I, 167), echoing Q 14;4 “We have 
only sent apostles in the tongue of their people,” but the theological implications of 
foreign words did not arouse his curiosity. His interest is limited to their morphology 
and its consequences for their inflection (1881-5; II, 18f.; 1898-1990; II, 19 = chapter 
300); assimilated foreign words are fully inflected (he cites the Qur'anic zanjabil, 
“ginger,” and Nuh, “Noah,” among others), while words which do not fit into the Arabic 
pattern system are only partially inflected, for example, Ibrdhim, ‘Abraham,” Fir awn, 
“Pharaoh.” But he was chided for including the “Arab” prophet Hud among the foreign 
names! Elsewhere in SIbawayhi’s Kitdb (1881-5; II, 375-6; 1898-1900; II, 342-3 = 
chapters 524-5) he discusses the assimilation (or not) of foreign words to native pat¬ 
terns and the phonetic changes the borrowings may undergo, but again he mingles 
Qur'anic and secular vocabulary indiscriminately. 

The Qur'anic passage which caused the most difficulty is Q 41;44, where 
Muhammad, probably in answer to an objection from his audience, asks a rhetorical 
question, “What, a foreigner ( 'ajami) and an Arab.?,” usually taken to mean, “How can 
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a foreigner talk to an Arab?,” affirming that the revelation was accomplished without 
the participation of non-Arabs. 

The Arab responses to this varied widely, and are summarized by Kopf 1956: 40-5; 
Jeffery 1938: 4-11; Rippin 1981, 1983, 2002; Gilliot 1990: 95-110; and Zammit 
2002: 51-5: Arabic sources include al-Tabari 1969: I, 13-20; al-RazI 1957-8: I, 
134-52; fbn Paris 1964: 57-62; al-Jawallql 1942: 3-5; al-Raghib 1972; al-SuyutI 
1951:1, 136-42; 1972; I, 266-8; see also al-SuyutI 1926; 1982, on which see Rippin 
2003. 

1. Abu 'Ubayda (d. 209/824-5) denied the existence of foreign words altogether 
in the Qur'an; even the thought was blasphemous to him. His intention may have been 
to assert the linguistic and cultural independence of the Arabs from the Persians in par¬ 
ticular, and it might also be relevant that he was a member of the KharijI sect, which 
would favor an exclusive approach to the Qur'an, 

2. Al-ShafiT (d. 204/820) argued that the alleged borrowings might look foreign 
but they are genuine Arabic, although not found in every dialect. In any case such a 
(supradialectal) breadth of vocabulary was beyond the powers of all but prophets. 
Given the fundamental role of language in al-ShafiT’s legal theory, his position can be 
seen as an attempt to eliminate non-Arabic data from the textual sources of the law. 

3. Abu ‘Ubayd (d. 224/838) quotes with approval several early authorities saying 
that there are indeed foreign words in the Qur'an, but they were naturalized in Arabic 
long before the revelation, in which he was followed by, among others, Abu Hatim 
al-RazI (d. 322/933-4), Ibn Paris (d. 395/1004), Abu Mansur al-Tha'alibI (d. 
429/1038), al-Jawallql (d. 539/1144), ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Tha'alibI (d. 873/1468) 
and al-SuyutI (d. 911/1505; see Rippin 2003). This is essentially a philological 
approach (Abu ‘Ubayd consciously distinguishes it from that of the lawyers), concerned 
mainly with the linguistic form of the words rather than the legal or theological aspects. 
Al-Jawallql, for instance, disposes of the whole question in just over a page, and freely 
intersperses Qur'anic and non-Qur'anic words in the body of his work, Qne effect, if 
not the primary aim of this position, was to refute claims that Muhammad depended 
on outside informants, or that Arabic was insufficient to convey the message without 
the aid of loan words. 

The earlier al-Tha‘alibI, a Persian by birth, represents a transitional stage (or 
perhaps merely an individual viewpoint) between Abu ‘Ubayda and al-Tabari. Chapter 
29 (1861: 162-5) of his Fiqh al-lugha begins with a list of words “whose Persianness 
has been forgotten but which are still spoken and used in Arabic,” a curious anthology 
of purely secular terms, hardly any of them looking Persian in the least. Section 2 of 
the chapter, entitled “Words which mostly could not exist in Persian,” consists of thirty- 
four entirely “Islamic” neologisms of the land we shall meet below, mu'min, kafir, mihrab 
and so forth, or uniquely Qur'anic words such as jibt, sijjin, and salsabil. Section 3 iden¬ 
tifies seven words which are the same in Persian and Arabic: tannur, “oven,” khamir, 
“leavened dough,” zamdn, “time,” din, “religion,” kanz, “treasure,” dindr, “dinar” and 
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dirham “dirham,” and the two concluding sections describe words which the Arabs were 
“obliged” to borrow from Persian and Greek, with Qur'anic items in both, but, signifi¬ 
cantly, only of a religiously neutral character, for example, ibriq, ydqiit, zanjabil, misk, 
kdfur, qistds, qintdr. If (following Kopf 1956: 29, n, 5), we replace his zamdn and khamir 
in section 3 (neither of them Qur’anic) with the orthographically very similar rummdn, 
“pomegranate,” and khamr, “wine,” found in the Qur'an, we may have an attempt to 
limit the linguistic universality of the Qur an by quarantining those seven international 
words, and aclmowledging a number of trivial borrowings, at the same time as rein¬ 
forcing the wholly Arab nature of the technical Islamic vocabulary, 

4. The great exegete and historian al-Tabari (d. 310/923) inverted the principle 
that “in the Qur'an is something of every language” into “some of the things in the 
Qur'an are common to all languages.” Consequently words which look foreign are 
really native Arabic and the resemblance is coincidental. A word like tannur (Q 11:42; 
23:27), “oven,” is found in all languages, and there is no way of telling which one may 
have been derived from another. It was necessary for al-Tabari’s concept of history that 
Arabic should be seen as independent of other languages; even more than al-ShaflT, 
he recognized that Islam was founded on the written record of its past, a much wider 
ambition than al-Shafi'i’s juridical focus. 

5. A modification of this view is credited to one of al-Suyutl’s informants (accept¬ 
ing the correction by Kopf 1956: 30, n, 3, of the reading in Jeffery 1938: 9 of al-SuyutI 
1951:1, 137) where it is stated that when there is an identical form in another lan¬ 
guage it might well have been used before Arabic, because Arabic is the most copious 
and accommodating of all languages. 

6. Al-Juwaynl (presumably the teacher of al-Ghazali who died 478/1085) offers 
a sociological justification for foreign words. In order to make the message more per¬ 
suasive God had to promise great luxuries such as the silks and brocades mentioned in 
the Qur'an, which only became known to the Arabs through their contact with other 
nations. 

7. An anonymous source in al-SuyutI argues that a few loan words in the Qur'an 
do not make it foreign any more than a Persian poem ceases to be Persian just because 
it has Arabic words in it. Al-Jahiz (d. 255/868-9) produced the idiosyncratic theory 
that the presence of loan words was intended to heighten the contrast between the 
native (i.e. pagan) tradition of poetry and the revealed religion, and they were one of 
the signs of inimitability (Vjdz, cf. Hamzaoui in Zammit 2002: 52, n. 113). 

The situation today probably ranges over the same spectrum. In Jeffery’s time al- 
Tabari’s position was “seriously defended at the present day by the ultra-orthodox” 
(1938: 8), and some sixty years later it is reported that modern Islamists firmly oppose 
the idea of foreign words (Zammit 2002: 54). The Egyptian editor of al-Jawaliqi (first 
published 1942) malces a point of stating in his footnotes for every Qur'anic word that 
its mere presence in the Qur'an proves that it is not foreign! But this extreme position 
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is not universal. One randomly sampled Internet discussion of “foreign words in the 
Qur'an” simply reproduces Abu ‘Ubayd’s opinion. 

Consideration should also be given (Jeffery 1938: 9, n 3 dismisses it as irrelevant) to 
the fact that dialect words in the Qur'an posed a similar problem, since there was an 
obvious inconsistency in the appearance of words from up to fifty dialects (the highest 
estimate, which included foreign languages) in a revelation delivered to a Qurayshi 
dialect speaker. In fact, our sources usually do not turn to the problem of foreign lan¬ 
guages until they have dealt with the dialects, and among the examples are words clas¬ 
sified as foreign by Jeffery, e.g., arika, “couch,” and mastur, “written,” suggesting that 
there was indeed something exotic about these items. 

The procedures for detecting non-QurayshI features were similar to those applied to 
foreign words: the tell-tale loss of the glottal stop, and unassimilated verb forms such 
as yudlil for yudilla, “lead astray,” were seen as indicators of the HijazT (= Qurayshi) 
dialect (al-SuyutI 1951:1, 136, naw38). 


Bibliographical Resources 

The single most influential treatise on foreign words remains the great synthesis of 
Jeffery (1938), whose bibliography is an almost complete repertoire of previous schol¬ 
arship. Additions to his work have been relatively few and insubstantial, though some 
of his etymologies have been disputed (notably the Persian: see Widengren 1955) and 
the inventory of borrowings modified. 

General reviews of the topic are in Schall (1982), Gilliot and Larcher (2003), Rippin 
(2002), and Zammit (2002). It goes without saying that the Encyclopaedia of Islam (EI2 
2004) and the Encyclopaedia of the Qur'an have articles on many individual words, 
though they seldom go far beyond Jeffery. 

For tracing the entire Qur'anic vocabulary there are now CD and on-line concor¬ 
dances (see Rippin 1999-2000). The old Dictionary and Glossary of the Koran by Penrice 
(1873) is still useful, as its many reprints testify, but the best traditional resource 
remains the Mu‘jam al-mufahras of ‘Abd al-BaqI (1945), which quotes the words in 
context. However, consistency is not always achieved with proper names which are 
morphologically obscure. Thus Yahya, “John,” Sulayman, “Solomon,” and Ishaq, 
“Isaac,” are entered under ‘Arabic” roots h-y-w, s-l-m, and s-h-q respectively, while 
Ya'qub, “Jacob,” Ilyas, “Elijah,” and others are listed strictly alphabetically, even though 
Ya'qub has a recognized Arabic pattern. 


The Scope of Jeffery and Supplementary Studies 

Zammit (2002: 55ff.) has counted 322 words in Jeffery’s Eoreign Vocabulary. He calcu¬ 
lates that of the 256 borrowed common nouns and adjectives in the Qur'an 75 percent 
are of Northwest Semitic origin (Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac), and of the 66 proper 
names, 80 percent are from Northwest Semitic. A further 13 percent of the common 
words and 12 percent of the proper names have a South Arabian origin, leaving 12 
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percent of common words unclassified. The residual proper names are: one North 
Arabian (al-raqJm), three Greek {rum, “Byzantium,” shiVd, “Sirius,” Quraysh, “shark”) 
and two problematical items, tasnim and al-judl; further below on all these. However, 
this arithmetical precision is compromised by the fact that in about half the cases it is 
impossible to determine whether the loan is from Aramaic or Syriac. These figures also 
mark for us the limit of the relevance of Zammit’s book to the present article, as he 
excludes all borrowed words from his lexical corpus (2002: 57). 

Additions to Jeffery are dispersed, and not all of them will have been caught here. 
Margoliouth (1939) proffered eight new words: minsaa (Q 34:14), “scepter,” a trans¬ 
formation from the Hebrew mish‘eneth, “staff, scepter”; lam yatasanna(h) (Q 2:259), 
“has not changed,” from the Hebrew root sh-n-y, “to change”: nataqnd (Q 7:171), “we 
shook,” from Hebrew or Aramaic n-t-q with the sense of pulling up roots; husbdn in one 
of its appearances (Q 18:40) has a Hebrew sense of a device or machine (cf. 2 Chron¬ 
icles 26:15), that is, a husbdn from heaven which will render the land more fertile. Four 
of the words are said to be of Ethiopian origin: asbdb in Q 40:38, meaning “guard¬ 
houses” (but see Paret 1971; note on Q 18:84 for an alternative explanation); rahwan 
(Q 44:23) in the sense of “open” for the crossing of the Red Sea; ta‘dlaw (Q 44:18, also 
27:30), “to disobey, revolt against”: and salaqa (Q 33:19), “to throw down,” connected 
with the old Arabic causative salqd (= alqd), “to throw down.” Two of these, minsa’a and 
rahw, had already raised suspicions among the Arabs (but Jeffery 1938: 34f., calls them 
“obviously Arabic”), while Luxenberg (2000: 178) arrived independently at the same 
derivation for yatasanna(h), another word which the Muslims found difficult. 

Other nominated loans are musaytir (Q 88:22) “having power over,” which Ahrens 
(1930: 20) connects with Hebrew soter, “overseer, officer” (cognate with the word for 
writing which underlies Qur'anicsatara and derivatives, see Jeffery 1938: 169L); ghurdb 
(Q 5:31, twice), “crow,” perhaps connected with Latin corvus (EI2 2004: “Ghurab”); 
qflWflrrr(Q 27:44; 76:15,16) “glass [vessels],” fromEthiopic according to Schall (1982: 
147) (collocated in Q 2 7:44 with another Ethiopic loan, sarh “tower,” see below); saqar 
(Q 54:48; 74:26, 27, 42) “hell,” from Syriac shegdrd, the “raging fire,” in the Daniel 
story (O'Shaughnessy 1961: 463): sijn (several times in sura 12, once elsewhere, Q 
26:29), “prison,” has been traced to Latin signum, either via Greek signon (according to 
E12 2004: “Sidjn”) or else through Greek to Coptic (Schall 1982:148, with references): 
akhlada (Q 7:176), very obscure, is connected by Schub with Hebrew heled denoting the 
(limited) duration of life, the world as transient, as in Psalms 39:6 and 49:2; [Ian] yahura 
(Q 81:14), “it will [not] return,” was listed as foreign in medieval sources (but not by 
Jeffery 1938: 116), and may be related to the South Arabian hawrdwu “immigrant” or 
the Ethiopic root h-w-r, denoting “settle”; Penrice (1873) remarks that sarmad (Q 
28:71, 72), “eternal,” is a combination of Persian and Arabic. 

Eurther candidates are mihrdb (used five times, see Paret 1971: on Q 3:37), “niche 
in a mosque,” which has strong links with South Arabia, especially considering that 
the non-Qur'anic minbar, “pulpit,” has also been put forward as a possible loan from 
Ethiopic; for ghassdq (Q 38:57; 78:25), “purulent, foetid,” a connection with Hebrew 
‘ashoq and Syriac ‘ashoqa denoting torture is proposed (Schreiner 1977). This word 
defeated Muslim attempts at explanation and, with something approaching despera¬ 
tion, it was said to be of Toldiarian (Gilliot 1990: 107, n, 1), Coptic or Turkish origin 
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(Jeffery 1938: 29, and see below). Rippin (1990) adds ‘arim (Q 34:16, cf. also Paret 
1971 on this verse), “dam,” as a South Arabian borrowing. 

The history of some loan words has been revised. Zabaniya (Q 96:18), a name of the 
guardians of heU, is from Syriac according to Jeffery (1938), but has since been given 
an Iranian etymology, zenddnbm, “prison warder,” superior to an earlier conjecture 
reported by Jeffery, zabdna, “tongue of flame” (see E12 2004: “al-Zabaniya,” for refer¬ 
ence to Eilers). Iranian precedents are claimed for falak, “heavenly sphere,” by Pagliari 
(1956) (Jeffery 1938 is unhelpful on falak, but see EI2 2004: “Falak,” for the complex 
history of this word, which is not related to fulk “ship,” on which see below). 

With ‘illiyyun (Q 83:18), Margoliouth (1939) reads the first letter as gh, corre¬ 
sponding to Syriac gelayund, a sort of tablet (cf. Isaiah 8:1), which would render the 
sense of the register of good deeds usually ascribed to this word. For a long time it was 
assumed that tawrdt, “Torah,” (eighteen times) is a direct Hebrew loan, with only 
spelling problems to explain away. But this has been rejected (see EI2 2004: “Tawrat”) 
in favor of the view that it is some kind of hybrid of Hebrew Torah and Aramaic Oriyyah. 
Fuxenberg (2000: 88ff.) nevertheless revives the original etymology with the inventive 
theory that what looks like a yd "in the consonantal spelling twryh is merely a tick to 
mark that the stress falls on that syllable. 

Fuxenberg offers many other ingenious explanations, mostly based on textual emen¬ 
dations. A typical specimen is muzjdt (Q 12:88), “not worth much,” explained (2000: 
72ff.) as a misreading of the Syriac root raggi, “to moisten,” that is, “fresh, moist [fruit]” 
after Genesis 43:11. To presume such a degree of orthographical confusion is out of 
keeping with what is known about the general level of accuracy in Muslim scholarship, 
though in this he has Bellamy (1991-2002) on his side, see below, also Margoliouth 
(1939), who amends bi-husbdn, “with a reckoning,” in Q 55:4, to yusabbihdni, “they 
[two] praise.” However, Fuxenberg does offer (2000: 36-42) an attractive explanation 
for the appearance of words like ham/, “primitive monotheist,” with a terminal alif 
implying the dependent case where that is not syntactically plausible: such words, he 
suggests, were originally borrowed with their Syriac definite article still attached, so 
ibrahim hamf' reproduces Syriac abrahdm hanpd, ‘Abraham, the Hanlf.” 

Some words in Jeffery are no longer classified as loans, notably i/rit (Q 27:39), 
“demon” (see Fischer 1904: 871f., overlooked by Jeffery 1938); mundfiq, of frequent 
use, “hypocrite” (Adang 2002 has a very different explanation which would deny that 
it is a foreign word at all): mathdni (Q 15:8 7, 39:24), obscure but referring to some part 
of the revelation (Rubin 2003b states that it is not a loan word). Tritton (1939-42) was 
not convinced that habl, (used seven times), “rope,” is ultimately a borrowing from 
Akkadian, as it seemed to him unlikely that the camel-driving bedouin would lack a 
word of their own for this. Boneschi (1945), with no reference to Jeffery, argues that 
malak (frequent use), “angel,” is a native Arab word from the metathesized root -J-fc, 
“send” {EI2 2004: “Mala"ika,” prefers Jeffery and adds a Ugaritic cognate mile). 

A number of other words will be dealt with below, including disputed proper names 
such as jibt and al-raqim, which have since been demoted to common nouns, and others 
which have been accounted for as textual corruptions or arbitrary coinages. 

The too hard basket: it is greatly to Jeffery’s credit that words which he was unable 
to account for are on the whole still unexplained, e.g., abdbil (Q 105:3) “flocks of birds.?”: 
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al-sahira (Q 79:14), meaning unknown; sundus (Q 18:30, 44:53, 76:21), glossed as 
“fine silk” (three etymologies offered for this ancient borrowing): qaswara (Q 74:51), 
“lion.?” (but explained by Bellamy 1996: 198 as a misspelling of Syriac pantord, from 
Greek panther); qitt (Q 38:15), “judge’s decision”; muhl (Q 18:29; 44:45; 70:8), “fused 
brass” or “dregs of oU.” 

Brunschvig draws attention to a number of words and roots which are not found at 
all in the Qur'an. Perhaps the most useful result of this lipographical exercise is the dis¬ 
covery that the commonest verb for “to praise” is sabbaha and its derivatives (a Syriac 
borrowing, see below), which outnumbers the better known hamida (as in al-hamdu 
li-lldhi, “praise be to God” and the names Ahmad and Muhammad), while other syn¬ 
onyms are lacking altogether (madaha, athnd, and there are just four instances of majid, 
“glorious, praiseworthy,” only two as epithets of God). This may reflect some influence 
from Jewish or Christian liturgies (Jeffery 1938 favors the Christians). 

In a similarly negative vein it has been observed that God is never called by the Chris¬ 
tian and Jewish titles of “Rock” (Kdbert 1961a: 204-5) or “Shepherd” (Kiinstlinger 
1928-30). Kdbert (1961a) however sees the enigmatic word samad, applied to God in 
Q 112:2, as implying the sense of a solid rock expressed in the cognate samda. This is 
probably incompatible with Schall (1984-6: 313) that samad is related to sindld< 
*simdld, “a noble chief.” 


A Classified Presentation of Jeffery's Data 

The aim here is to give an overall impression of the extent and diversity of the bor¬ 
rowings and the equally extensive and diverse range of opinions about them. 
The inevitable parade of words (and it is only a selection) will be a panoramic review 
of the whole army rather than a personal inspection of individual soldiers, and the 
reader may well end up with no more knowledge of the specifics than a field marshall 
has of his troops. 

Barr’s warning (1968: chapter 7) against the dictionary-hunting kind of etymology 
is still valid: apparent lexical equivalences are unreliable, and he provides figures 
showing how related languages can vary widely in their shared vocabulary, including 
a list of some quite common words which are different in all the Semitic languages. 
The risk of misinterpretation is at its greatest with roots in one language which have 
the opposite meaning in another (Barr 1968: 173), so Arabic -fi-y, “to refuse,” but 
Hebrew “to be willing,” Arabic w-th-b, “to jump,” Hebrew and others “to sit down” (a 
legendary isogloss which led an Arab from the North to jump off a cliff when asked by 
his South Arabian host to take a seat). 

Loan words may be categorized in three ways: by etymology, by date of borrowing 
or by theme. The last will be left to the reader to extract from the lists below. Jeffery 
(1938: 39ff.) sets out his own etymological classification: 

1 Words with no Arabic connection, e.g., istabraq, “silk brocade”; zanjabil, 
“ginger”: firdaws, “Paradise”; namdriq, “cushions” etc. Such words rarely 
assimilate and so fail to become productive roots. 
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2 Words for which there are Arabic roots but not in the Qur'anic meaning, 
e.g., bdraka, “to bless”; subhdn, “praise”: sawdmi", “cloisters”;/dtir, “creator,” 
etc. These may assimilate and become productive, e.g., sabbaha, “to praise,” 
denominative from subhdn, “praise,” which also has a regular verbal noun 
tasbih, “act of praising” and participle musabbih, “praising.” 

3 Words which have had their natural Arabic meanings extended, e.g., nur 
“[spiritual] light”: kalima “word, logos.” 

4 Words which defy explanation, e.g., abdbil, “flock of birds.?,” qaswara, “lion.?” 

From this point the Qur'anic locations will be indicated only in special cases (they 
are all given in Jeffery 1938). Translations are either ad hoc or taken from Jeffery 
(1938), as is the alphabetical order, in which he follows al-SuyutI, doubtless for the 
same reason, namely that foreign words cannot always be arranged by roots in the Arab 
manner. 

The following chronological arrangement groups the words into (1) ancient bor¬ 
rowings: (2) pre-Islamic borrowings; and (3) borrowings made during Muhammad’s 
lifetime. This division is implicit in Schall (1982) and Zammit (2002: 57f.), who isolates 
ten of the words in Jeffery’s list as ancient and 124 as attested before Islam, The dating 
is often subjective, and all we can do here is to follow Jeffery’s judgment, leaving several 
scores of words unclassiflable where he pronounces no verdict. Common nouns and 
adjectives will be dealt with first, then proper names. 


Ancient Borrowings 

It is well known that the Arabs had contacts with the surrounding civilizations as 
traders, subjects, and mercenaries. The first reference to ‘Arabs” occurs in a cuneiform 
inscription of the ninth century bce, and a small number of borrowings can safely be 
attributed to this ancient period. Zimmern found as many as forty-five words in the 
Qur’an of Akkadian origin which had passed through Aramaic (Zammit 2002: 57, n. 
140), nearly all of which are mentioned by Jeffery, though not always with acceptance. 
The following are those which seem to be authentic old loans, in some cases directly 
from Sumerian or Akkadian or, less precisely, “Mesopotamia,” or from unknown 
languages: 

abb, “herbage” (Akk,); umma, “community” (Sum.); bdb, “door, gate” (Mesopot.); tannur, 
“oven”; dirham (Mesopot. area), the silver coin; sullam, “ladder” (Mesopot.): siwdr, 
“bracelet” (Akk.); tabaq, “stage or degree” Akk.); mawdkhir, “(ships) plowing the waves” 
(direct from Mesopotamia, but rejected by Luxenberg [2000: 213f.] in favor of a Syriac 
origin): nuhds, “brass” (non-Semitic, direct or via Aramaic); yam, “sea” (non-Semitic 
source). 

Other Qur’anic words which may be very early borrowings, if not already common 
Semitic, are ajr, “reward, wage”; bara'a, “create”; bashshara, “bring good news”; hand, 
“build”; tijdra, “commerce”; rummdn, “pomegranate”: zayt, “oil” (possibly non-Semitic); 
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suq, “street, market”: sakar, “intoxicating drink”; malik, “king” (Jeffery is non¬ 
committal on this). The word bal, “husband, master,” also “Baal,” is found in all the 
Semitic languages, and appears in pre-Islamic poetry, but there is no way of telling 
whether it is a native word or came into Arabic from its northern relatives. Since it is 
recorded in South Arabian inscriptions it must have been in circulation long before 
Islam. 

Though rather limited, this group of words gives some impression of the cultural 
influence upon the Arabs. We have the notion of a community, umma, some seafaring 
terms, signs of commercial relations (tijdra, suq) and some metal-working and con¬ 
struction activity. 


Pre-Islamic Borrowings 

Jeffery frequently asserts with confidence that a word came into Arabic well before 
Islam. In the lists below words are grouped by the language of origin favored by Jeffery. 

There were close contacts in the Christian era between Arabs, Greeks, Romans, 
Copts, Ethiopians, South Arabians, and Persians, and Mecca lay at the heart of a poly¬ 
glot commercial network involving all these nations. In al-Hijr, one of the dominant 
trading centers of Arabia (and mentioned in Q 15:80, after which the sura is named), 
inscriptions dating to the third century ce have been preserved in Hebrew, Aramaic, 
Nabataean, Greek, Latin, all the major varieties of Old North Arabian and one, from 
the third century ce, which is claimed to be the oldest dated inscription in Classical 
Arabic. 

From Ethiopic: 

bighdl, "mules”; jaldbib, “outer garments”; hizb, “group, party”: khubz, “bread”: khayma, 
“tent”; ribh, “profit” (if not S. Arabian): raqq, “scroU of parchment”; mishkdt, “niche”; 
sarh, “tower”; qalam, “pen” (ultimately an Indo-European word); qamis, “shirt” (ulti¬ 
mately Gk.): malak, “angel” (rejected by Boneschi, see above). 

From South Arabian: 

tubba\ royal title; rahmdn, “merciful”; shirk, “polytheism”: suhuf, “pages, leaves”; 
salawdt, “places of worship”; sawdmi\ “cloisters, cells”; sura, “image”; wathan, “idol”. 

Since Ethiopians and South Arabians were always in close contact, their loans will be 
taken together. There are terms for writing and commerce and some basic religious con¬ 
cepts, all of which are assumed to be familiar to the Arabs long before Muhammad 
started preaching. It may seem strange that a word for “tent” has to be borrowed 
(Tritton is skeptical that it is a borrowing at all), but it might have denoted a different 
kind of shelter from the bayt shar, “house of hair,” in which the bedouin had lived for 
centuries. The word ribh, “profit,” may belong here too, as a borrowing from the south, 
though Jeffery himself makes no judgment about a date. 
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One word from this region which later became prominent is hizb, “group, party,” bor¬ 
rowed from Ethiopic and found also in South Arabian inscriptions. It was revived in the 
nineteenth century as the term for a political party but it never lost its other, pejorative 
meaning of a splinter group or faction. 

From Persian: 

ibrlq, “water jug”; ard’ik, “couches [in paradise]”; istabraq, “silk brocade”; juudh, “sin, 
crime”; hur, “black-eyed (Houri)” (Luxenberg 2000: 221ff. disagrees); rawda, “garden”; 
zur, “falsehood”; surddiq, “awning, tent cover”; sard, “chain mail”;/n, “elephant”; kanz, 
“treasure”; misk, “musk”; namdriq, “cushions”; wazir, “minister, counselor”. 

These terms hint at an acquaintance with higher political systems and a degree of 
luxury; the words for “sin” and “falsehood” probably have a political rather than a reli¬ 
gious connotation. 

From Greek or Latin (all via Syriac); 

balad, “country” (palatium or palation); fulk, “ship” (epholkion); quraysh, “shark” 
(karkharias). 

The proper name al-rum, “Byzantine Empire,” (see below) confirms what we already 
know, that the Arabs were a border phenomenon in a very large empire. It is only the 
word quraysh, “shark,” which is traced to Greek, of course, not the Arab tribe Quraysh 
which took that totemic name. 

From Aramaic, often as the intermediary for other languages such as Hebrew, Persian 
and Greek, as indicated below: 

ahbdr, “learned doctors” (Heb.); buruj, “towers” (Gk,); bunydn, “building”: tawwdb, “the 
relenting one,” i.e. God (Akk.); jund, “army” (Pers.); khinzlr, “pig”; sajada, “to worship”; 
sirbdl, “garment” (Pers.); satara, “to write”; sikkJn, “knife”; saldm, “peace” (Heb.); silsila, 
“chain”; sunbul, “ear of corn”; shahr, “month”; sanam, “idol”; atlq, “ancient”: 'arub, 
“pleasing” (Heb.); ankabut, “spider”; qasr, “castle” (Gk. from Lat.); kdhin, “soothsayer” 
(Heb.): kataba “to write” (Heb.); masjid “place of worship” (borrowed independently of 
sajada); miskln, “poor” (Akk.); manfush, “teased, carded (wool)” (Akk.); nabi, “prophet”; 
warda, “rose” (Pers.). 

From Syriac, also an intermediary for other languages: 

amshdj, “mingled” (plur., cf. mizdj); buhtdn, “slander, calumny”; biya‘, “places of 
worship”; jdbiya, “cistern”: him, “fortress: khati’a, “to sin, do wrong”; khamr, “wine”; 
ddridr, “gold coin” (Pers. from Gk.); ribbiyyun, “myriads”; rahiq, “strong [wine]”; rizq, 
“bounty” (Pers.); zanjabil, “ginger” (Pers.); zawj, “[one of[ a pair” (Gk.); zayt, “oil” (pre- 
Semitic); sabbaha, “to praise”: sabil, “way”; sultdn, “authority”: suq, “street” (Aide.); 
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shia, “sect, party”; tin, “fig” (North Sem); fajir, “wicked”; fakhkhar, “clay”; firdaws, “par¬ 
adise” (Gk, from Pers.); qudus, “holiness”(North Sem); qarya, “village”; qistds, “balance, 
scale” (Gk.); qissis, “priest”; kdfur, “camphor” (Pers.); kayl, “measure”; mizdj, “temper¬ 
ing” (a variant of amshdj, “mingled,” see above); nun, “fish”; ydqut, “ruby”. 

The Aramaic and the Syriac borrowings jointly testify to a long-standing cultural 
interaction: material terms are frequent, but it is the religious terms which now begin 
to stand out. Many other pre-lslamic words are attributed to Jewish or Christian 
sources, though not conclusively to either, including; 

dya, “verse (of the Qur'an)”; janna, “garden (of Eden)”; handn, “grace”; hikma, 
“wisdom”; khdtam, “seal”; rabb, “lord, master”; rujz, “wrath”; zabur, “the Psalter”; zujdja, 
“glass vessel”; sdo, “hour [of judgment]”; sifr, “book”; safara, “scribes”; salaba, “to 
crucify”; salld, “to pray”; sawm, “fasting”; abd, “servant (of God)”; ‘dlam, “world, uni¬ 
verse”; ‘Id, “festival”; qurbdn, “sacrifice, offering”; madina, “city”; yaqin, “certain”. 

The source of the word alldh, “god,” says Jeffery (1938; 66) “must be found in one 
of the older religions.” His explanation of the unique vocative alldhumma, “0 God,” can 
now be corrected. It was once thought to be connected with Hebrew elohim (Jeffery 
1938: 67, from Margoliouth); however, in Old North Arabian inscriptions (eighth 
century bce to third century ce) the form Ihm occurs at the beginning of prayers, and 
this would seem to represent the same suffix as we find in alldhumma (EI2 2004: 
“Thamudic”). 

Contemporary Borrowings 

These are words which are not attested before Islam and can best be explained as direct 
borrowings during the period of Muhammad’s mission. There was intimate contact 
with other religious communities in the decades surrounding the Islamic revelation. 
Arabs mixed with Jews, with Christians of all kinds (including Ethiopians and Copts) 
and with Zoroastrians and others in Mesopotamia, and Muslim sources do not deny 
that Muhammad may have received information from members of these religions, some 
of whom are personally identified (see Gilliot 2002). 

Ethiopic and/or South Arabian: 

a‘rdf, “al-A‘raf” (obscure name, but see Bellamy below); dmana, “to believe”; injll, “the 
Gospel”; burhdn, “proof”; jahannam, “hell”; hawdriyyun, “disciples”; rajim, “stoned, 
cursed”; suwd‘, “drinking cup”; fdtir, “creator”; fath, “judgment, decision”; kibnyd\ 
“glory”; md’ida, “table”; mursd, “harbor”; mundfiq, “hypocrite”. 

Important religious terms are now making their appearance. The form injll can only 
be accounted for by assuming that the Greek euangelion had passed through Ethiopic. 
The hapax legomenon, suwd‘, “drinking cup,” occurs in the Joseph story (sura 12), and 
is one of several Ethiopic borrowings in the same sura (burhdn, fdtir and the much earlier 
loan word, qamis, “shirt”). 
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Persian: 

barzakh, “barrier, partition”. 

Greek: 

iblls, “the devil” (questionable: see below). 

Aramaic: 

ussisa, “was founded”: bahima, “animal”: tdba, “to repent”: tatbir, “destruction”: darasa, 
“to study” (Heb.): zakkd, “to purify”: zakdt, “alms”: sabt, “sabbath”: tahara, “to purify”: 
azzara, “to help”: minhdj, “way” (Heb.): nubuwwa, “prophethood” (Heb.). 

Syriac: 

asbdt, “the tribes (of Israel)” (Heb.): aslama, “to devote oneself (to God)”: batala, “to be 
false”: tajalld, “to appear in glory”: mbbdm, “rabbi, teacher”: sijill, “seal”(Gk.): suht, 
“unlawful”: sirdj, “lamp”(Pers.): salwd, “quail”: sura, “chapter of Qur'an”: simd, “mark, 
sign”(Gk.): shuhada, “martyrs’: sd)qha. baptism” (but see Bellamy below): taba% “to 
seal”: tuba, “good fortune”: tur, “mountain”: falaq, “to split”: qufdn, “recitation”: 
qiydma, “resurrection”: ma‘Tn, “flowing water” (Heb.): maqdlid, “keys”(Gk.): milla, “reli¬ 
gion”: mann, “manna”. 

Uncertain (Jewish or Christian) and undated: 

amr, “command, affair”: sadaqa, “alms”: ‘adn, “Eden”: kafara, “to atone”: kursi, 
“throne”: malakut, “Idngdom, dominion”. 

By this stage the terminology of the Islamic revelation is approaching maturity, and 
to complete the process the vocabulary will be supplemented by neologisms created 
within Arabic itself. 


New Meanings 

Jeffery’s (1938: 39f.) third category comprises native roots which have acquired a new 
religious sense, for example, nur, “light”: rub, “spirit”: umm, “metropolis” (Q 6:92 umtn 
al-qurd, “mother of the towns”): nafs, “soul”: kalima, “word” (= Jesus): rasul, “messen¬ 
ger”: yawm, “day (of judgment)” and sd a, “hour (of judgment),” all of them attributed 
to Christian usage (the last item is out of place here, as Jeffery lists it again later as a 
pure loan word). Mathal, “parable,” may belong here, as the root is undoubtedly 
common Semitic, but the usage is biblical and Jeffery inclines to a Syriac inspiration, 
Jewish influence is credited for zakdt, “alms” (from a root denoting purity, unless 
Muhammad himself coined it, see below): tahara, “malce clean”: sakina, “the Shekina” 
(possibly mediated by Syriac): siddlq, “person of integrity”: it has also been suggested 
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(EI2 2004: “Khalk“) that khalaqa, “to create,” owes this sense to the Jewish usage of its 
Hebrew cognate. Perhaps qibla, “direction of prayer,” belongs here too, as it would 
surely have been associated with the Jewish practice of praying towards Jerusalem. 

It should not be overlooked that the pagan vocabulary was also a source of terms, 
among them hajja, “to perform a pUgimage”; tawdf, “circumambulation of the Ka'ba” 
(the name of the Ka'ba is itself pre-Islamic); sawm, “fasting” (a native word according 
to Tritton 1939-42, against Jeffery 1938: 201f.): dhabaha, “to sacrifice”: dahr, “time, 
eternity”: ajal, “term, predestined end”: hasra, “sorrow, regret”: and ijdra/istijdra, 
“giving or seeking protection,” all of them expressions of a pagan view of life which 
was absorbed into the Islamic paradigm. 

The result was a fusion of vocabularies, pagan, Jewish, Christian, and new coinages, 
which eventually achieved recognition as technical terms, variously called kalimdt 
isldmiyya arabiyya, “Arabic Islamic words,” (al-Razi), alfdz isldmiyya “Islamic expres¬ 
sions” (al-SuyutI 1972: I, 294-303 = naw‘ 20) or asbdb isldmiyya, “Islamic matters” 
(Ibn Paris 1964: 78-80). Though not regarded as foreign by the Arabs, they do include 
words which Jeffery classified as such, e.g., mu’min, “believer”: mundfiq, “hypocrite”: 
kafara, “to deny God”; sujud, “prostrating in prayer”; zakdt, “alms,” etc., all of them used 
in senses previously unknown to the Arabs. 

The religious vocabulary is now fully established, and the study of individual terms 
and concepts becomes part of the history of Islam rather than of Arabic. It is beyond 
the scope of this chapter to examine particular words any further, but some outstand¬ 
ing articles will be mentioned as a guide to future studies. Paris and Glidden’s essay on 
hanlf, “primitive monotheist” (1939), remains a model of detailed historical investiga¬ 
tion, and is now counterbalanced by Rippin’s 1991 warning against over-interpreting 
the early manifestations of Arab monotheism. Din, “religion,” has a very complex 
history, and Waardenburg’s nuanced account (1981) of its meanings throughout the 
period of revelation can be applied to other terms, among them isldm itself (cf. Baneth 
1971). O’Shaughnessy (1961) sheds light on the evolution of religious terminology in 
his review of the words for “Hell” in their approximate chronological order. Pour are 
natives: saTr (eighteeen times), hutama (Q 104:4, 5, evidently a bold new metaphor), 
hdwiya (Q 101:9) and lazd (Q 92:14), and three are loan words: jahannam (seventy- 
seven times), saqar (Q 54:48, 74:26, 27, 42) and jaium (twenty-six times) though 
Zammit (2002: 595) disagrees on this last. Pinally, Denny’s 1977 study of a cluster of 
key Islamic terms includes several of the neologisms mentioned above, reminding us 
that they should not be taken in isolation. 

Proper Names and Problem Words 

Proper names (Zammit 2002: 55 counts sixty-six of them) are difficult, especially the 
biblical ones. Their Arabic forms can make it impossible to determine whether the name 
came directly from the Bible or via Jewish or Christian oral sources, or even what the 
original might have been in the first place. The name of Gabriel appears in eleven dif¬ 
ferent forms; others, such as Azar and Ashab al-Rass, have never been satisfactorily 
explained. 
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Arab personal names need little discussion, for example Abu Lahab (Q 111:1), 
Ahmad (Q 61:6), Muhammad (Q 3:144, 33:40, 47,2, 48:29), and the legendary 
Luqman (Q 31), There are some historical, but no formal problems with the names of 
the ‘Arab” prophets Hud (also a collective term for Jews, see below), Salih (a rare name 
before Islam and possibly a coinage of Muhammad’s time, EI2 2004: “Salih") and 
Shu’ayb (see below) and their tribes ‘Ad and Thamud. The same is true of the com¬ 
pound names with dhu, e,g,, Dhu T-Nun (Q 21:87, i.e, Jonah, with nun “fish” an early 
borrowing from Syriac), Dhu T-Ayd (David, Q 38:17), Dhu fi-Awtad (Pharaoh, 38:12), 
Dhu T-Qarnayn (Alexander the Great, Q 18:83), and Dhu T-Kifi (Q 21:85, 38:48), this 
last respelled by Bellamy (1996: 199) as Dhu fi-Tifi to give “the man with the child”; 
for other interpretations, e,g. “Job,” see EI2 2004: “Dhu fi-Kifi.” 

A chronological classification of proper names is not very informative, as only a few 
of them can be reliably considered pre-Islamic, namely: 

yahud, “Jews” (S, Arabian): ddam, ‘Adam” (Heb,); shErd, “Dog Star” (Gk. Seirios); majus, 
“Magians” (Pers. or Syr.); and (all via Syriac) isrd% “Israel”: ilyds, “Elijah”; jibrddl, 
“Gabriel”: zakariyyd, “Zachariah”; sulaymdn, “Solomon”; al-masih, “Messiah”; nuh, 
“Noah”; hdrun, “Aaron”; ydjuj, mdjuj, “Gog, Magog”; yunus, “Jonah”, 

The following are dated to Muhammad’s time. 

Hebrew or Aramaic: 

jdlut, “Goliath” (Heb.); ddwud, “David” (Heb.): hdmdn, “Haman”; yusuf, “Joseph”. 
Syriac: 

ibrdhim, ‘Abraham” (by analogy with ismd% isrd7I); ismdV, “Ishmael”; alyasa\ 
“Elisha”: ayyub, “Job”; fir‘awn, “Pharaoh” (if not Eth.); lut, “Lot”; mdlik, “Moloch”; 
maryam, “Mary”; musd, “Moses”; mikdl, “Michael”: nasdrd, “Christians”; yahyd, “John 
the Baptist”: yaqub, “Jacob”. 

Greek: 

Mis, “devil,” see below. 

Obscure or disputed names (see further below): 

dzar, ‘Azar”; jM and tdghut, understood as two idols; al-sdmiri, “the Samaritan” (Aram, 
or Syr.): al-sdbiun, “the Sabians”; talut, “Saul”; "uzayr, “Ezra”; Imrdn, the father of 
Moses; ‘Isd, “Jesus”; qdrun, “Korah”; hdrut wa-mdrut, names of two fallen angels; 
yaghuth, the idol “Yaghuth” (Eth. or S. Arabian). 

Place names (cf. Neuwirth 2002) are infrequent: there are a few pre-Islamic Arab 
names, such as al-Hijr (Q 15:80), Mecca (Q 48:24, alternative name Baldca, Q 3:96), 
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al-Ka‘ba, (Q 5:95, 97), al-bayt al-haram (Q 5:97) “the sacred house,” al-baytal-atiq, “the 
ancient house” (Q 22:29, 33, with atiq a loan from Aramaic). 

Ancient names: 

bdbil, “Babel” (Akk,); jurat (Q 25:55, 35:13, 77:27), “sweet river water” from the Akk. 
name of the Euphrates. 

Others: 

iram, “Iram” (S. Arab.); al-rum, “Byzantium” (Gk.), saba’, “Sheba” (S. Arabian): tur 
saynd\ “Mt. Sinai” (Syr.); madyan, “Midian” (Syr.); misr, “Egypt” (S. Arabian, and see 
EI2, 2004: “Misr, B” for additional information on its general sense and Semitic 
background). 

Obscure: 

tasrilm, judl, al-raqim, see below. 

It is evident that there are no personal names from Ethiopia or South Arabia except 
the royal title tubba‘ (and perhaps jir awn, “Pharaoh,” though the Joseph story, which 
probably came from an Ethiopian source, curiously does not mention the name jir awn). 
Only a handful of divine epithets are listed as borrowings by Jeffery (19 3 8; e.g., tawwdb, 
rabb, mhmdnjdtir, qayyum, musawwir, mdlik, muhaymin), and Moubarac’s extensive col¬ 
lection (1955) of the names of God should be consulted for the many expressions 
common to the Qur'an and the divinities of South Arabia, pagan and otherwise. 

Eorms implying a Christian source do appear to predominate, but Jeffery is some¬ 
times rather arbitrary and there is often a contradictory opinion buried in a footnote. 

The unfamiliar form of a number of biblical names is a problem for both Muslim and 
Western scholars, and the latter have not shrunk from offering psychological explana¬ 
tions. Dvorak (1884, a, b, 1885: reported in Jeffery 1938: 39, n. 1), was of the mind 
that Muhammad was trying to bamboozle his listeners with strange and mysterious 
words. This we can ignore, but we do have to accept that modifications may have been 
caused by misunderstandings in the transmission or a pressure to make the names 
conform to certain preferred patterns, and the possibility of textual corruption cannot 
be ruled out. 

Textual corruption is significant because the proposed emendations may produce a 
word which ceases to be a borrowing and should then be withdrawn from Jeffery’s list, 
e.g., al-mqim (Q 18:8) = al-ruqud, “sleeping,” hence no longer an obscure place name 
(Bellamy 1991; Luxenberg 2000: 65f., reads al-ruqdd, “sleep”). Bellamy (1993) also 
proposes abb (Q 80:31) = lubb, “kernel, i.e. nuts”; al-a'rdf (Q 7:44, 46) = al-ajrdf, “banks 
of a wadi” or al-ahrdf, “mountain ledges”; hitta (Q 2:55, 7:161) = khitta, from kbit "a, 
“sin”: sijill (Q 21:104) = musajjil or musjil, “one who registers”; sibghat alldh (Q 2:132) 
= sanlat alldh, “the favor of God” or kifdyat alldh, “the sufficiency of God”: sah‘an min 
al-mathdni (Q 15:87) = shay an min al-matdli, “some recitations”. Others Include jiht 
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(Q 4:54) = jinnat, “jinn” (Bellamy 2001, see further below); tuwan (Q 20:12), an un- 
analyzable place name, is simply tawa, “it rolled,” used descriptively along the same 
lines as Gilgal (Joshua 5:9) for a place which “rolls,” Hebrew glgl (Bellamy 2001). 

The namefl2flr(Q 6:74) has never been explained, but for Bellamy (1996) it is simply 
a misreading of izrd"”", “contemptuously”; idrls (Q 19:57, 21:85) has also defied iden¬ 
tification (to confuse matters it appears as a variant of Ilyas, see Paret 1971: Nachtrage 
552 to p. 418), but Bellamy (1996) lumps it together with two other enigmatic names, 
‘uzagr (Q 9:30) and [ashdb] al-rass (Q 25:37, 38; 50:12), and makes them all corrup¬ 
tions of Esdras; shuayb (Q 26:177) = Sha'ya, “Isaiah” (Bellamy 1996, hence no longer 
the ‘Arab” prophet Shu'ayb); Isd (frequent), “Jesus” is a misreading of al-masih 
(Bellamy 2002, revolting an earlier explanation of his). 

Misunderstandings and allegedly deliberate corruptions must be noted here in the 
same spirit in which al-Suyuti and others recorded every viewpoint in case one of them 
may be right. At least since Ndldeke (1910) there has been a readiness to assume that 
some obscure words were errors or arbitrary creations by Muhammad. The following 
are some of the explanations offered, including foreign words which have been radi¬ 
cally transformed, and possible coinages from native resources: ol-a Vd/ (Q 44:46), name 
of a wall separating paradise from hell, is a misunderstanding by Muhammad (Jeffery 
1938: 65, but see Bellamy’s emendations above): judi (Q 11:46), the mountain where 
the Ark rested, is so called from Muhammad’s mistaken belief that Noah was an inhab¬ 
itant of Arabia, where aMt. Judl exists; zukhrufiQ 6:112; 10:25; 17:95; 43:34), “some¬ 
thing highly embellished” seems to Jeffery (1938: 150) to be “a deformation from the 
Syr. zkhunthd," connected with necromancy:/urqdn (Q 2:50,181; 3:2; 8:29,42; 21:49; 
25:1), “discrimination,” is “probably a coining of Muhammad himself” (Fleischer apud 
Jeffery 1938: 226). The connection of iblTs (eleven times), “devil,” with Greek diabolos 
is still very speculative, but has yet to be improved on: Kiinstlinger (1928) (reported by 
Jeffery 1938:48,n, 3), “proposes the somewhat far-fetched theory that Iblis is derived 
from the Jewish Belial by deliberate transformation.” ‘Illiyyun (Q 83:18, 19), “upper 
heavens” is seen as a misunderstanding of Heb. ‘elyon, “the highest” (EI2 2004: 
“Tlhyyun,” but see also above for a Syriac etymology from Margoliouth), 

Other obscure words that Muhammad is said to have coined are ghassdq (Q 38:57; 
78:25), “purulent.?”; tasnlm (Q 83:27), glossed as the name of a fountain in paradise; 
and salsabll (Q 76:18) supposedly the name of a river in paradise (Jeffery 1938: 39, 
from Noldeke, who has, however, ghislln (Q 69:36), “purulent.?”, as another unex¬ 
plained Qur'anic word). Noldeke is in good company: Abu Hatim al-RazI (d. 606/1209; 
1957-8:1, 134f.) mentions tasriim, salsabll, ghislln, sijjln, al-raqim “and others” (!) as 
words introduced by Muhammad and “unknown to the Arabs and other nations.” 

When Muhammad uses the Aramaic pattern tabdr (Q 71:28), “destruction,” in pref¬ 
erence to the native verbal noun pattern tatblr of the newly Arabicized root tabbam “to 
destroy” (Q 17:7; 25:41), he may deliberately have chosen it to influence his Jewish lis¬ 
teners (Schall 1984-6: 372). Compare this with Kiinstlinger (1928-30) on rdind (Q 
2:98; 4:48): it is the echo of a Jewish mealtime prayer rd'enii, “pasture us,” addressed 
to a God who is thought of as a shepherd, an idea which Kiinstlinger shows was repug¬ 
nant to Muslims and therefore, in his interpretation, was intended to have a negative 
effect here (other theories in Jeffery 1938: 136). Perhaps we may include here the 



FOREIGN VOCABULARY 137 


denominative hada, “to be Jewish” (Q 2:59; 4:48), and the collective hud, “Jews” (Q 
2:105, 129, 134: it is also the name of “Arab” prophet Hud), from the Aramaic loan 
yahud, “Jews,” as they seem to involve a play on hdda, used eleven times elsewhere in 
its native sense of “to repent.” 

Conspicuous in the Qur an are the rhyming pairs of the type Harut and Marut (Q 
2:96) and Yajuj and Majuj (Q 18:93; 21:96). It has been conjectured, with some plau¬ 
sibility, that other names have been formed on a similar principle, so Ibrahim, 
“Abraham,” is modeled on Isma'il and Israel, Qarun on Harun, and perhaps Iblis and 
Idris are echoes of each other. Whether Talut (Q 2:248, 259), the name of Saul, is a 
deliberate echo of Jalut “Goliath,” will never be Imown. Margoliouth (1939: 61) linlcs 
Marut with Ethiopic mdrit, glossed as divina, fatidica, with the i converted to u in keeping 
with the Qur'anic preference for words ending in -ut, no doubt influenced by such forms 
as malakut (Q 6:75; 7:184; 23:90; 36:83), “kingdom, dominion,” borrowed from 
Aramaic or Syriac. 

Tdghut, an unexplained name paired with Jibt (Q 4:54), probably belongs here. If we 
accept Bellamy’s proposition (2001) that jibt is simply a misspelt Jimiat “jinn” then half 
the problem disappears, but he says nothing about tdghut. The latter is of Ethiopian 
origin according to Jeffery (1938), but Atallah (1970) takes jibt and tdghut together as 
meaning “Egyptian” (cf. “gypsy,” hence a sorcerer) and “Thoth,” lord of magic and 
wisdom. Some years earlier Kobert (1961b: 415-16) had suggested that tdghut might 
be connected with Syriac kawkbhe d-td’en, “planets,” i.e. wandering stars, denoting 
some sort of planet god, leaving jibt unexplained. 

In a few cases the ending of a word seems to have been adapted to create a rhyme, 
thus saynd\ “Sinai,” occurs also as slnln (Q 95:2); the name Ilyas appears as Il-Yasin 
(Q 37;130); ghislin (Q 69:36), already referred to above can be added, also yaqtin, 
“gourd” (Q 37:146; garbled Hebrew, according to Jeffery 1938), and two new candi¬ 
dates arejabln (Q 37:103), ordinarily glossed as “forehead” but now explained as “hill” 
(Calder 1986, so no longer a foreign word, pace Jeffery 1938: 101) and jahim (twenty- 
six times) “hell” (an arbitrary distortion of jahannam, O'Shaughnessy 1961). There is 
also a variant ismd‘in of the name IsmaTl in some readings. It is remarkable that jabln, 
jahim, ydsin, and yaqtin all occur in the same sura (Q 37), and it is not irrelevant that 
such games with words were a feature of rajaz poetry, which has been linked with the 
pre-metrical rhyming prose favored by the soothsayers for their oracles. 

One final example will illustrate how the foreign vocabulary of the Qur'an still chal¬ 
lenges our philological ingenuity, namely the trio sijill (Q 20:104), usually treated as 
having something to do with documents, sijjIl{Q 11:82; 15; 74; 105;4), thought to refer 
to lumps of hard clay and sijjin (Q 83; 7, 8), connected with writing, or else an attribute 
or name of hell. Of these only sijill is relatively securely derived (perhaps directly) from 
Greek sigillon, “an imperial edict,” hence “seal.” The accepted etymology for sijjll used 
to be the Persian sang + gil, “stone -i- clay” Qeffery 1938: 164) until it was replaced by 
Leemhuis’ theory (1982) that sijjll is related to the Aramaic sgyl, “smooth altar stone,” 
giving a Qur'anic sense of “stones of flint.” Sijjin has defied explanation, and Nbldeke 
(1910, agreeing with Abu Hatim al-RazI above) decided it must have been invented by 
Muhammad, perhaps for the sake of the rhyme, as it is accompanied by what looks like 
a gloss: kitdb marqum, “a written book” (marqum is also a problem, and may mean 
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“dotted,” as some Semitic scripts are). In Margliouth’s amendments (1939: 58) to 
Jeffery, sijjin is said to be simply a variant of a word borrowed from the Syriac sigiliyon 
“seal, diploma,” itself from the Greek sigillon, the shift of I > n being attested in other 
words, such as jibrll and Jibrln, “Gabriel,” 

However, all this is now refuted by de Blois (1999: 62, n, 6 with acknowledgments 
to Sima) who has reinstated the Persian etymology for sijjll but in an older form, now 
sag+gil, with an adjectival derivative sagen, “of stone,” which accounts for sijjin as well, 
eliminating not only Ndldeke, al-RazI and Margoliouth but also O'Shaughnessy (1961: 
444), who thought sijjin could be cognate with sijn, “prison,” and “might possibly refer 
to a place of eternal imprisonment.” De Blois goes further, and invokes a god of Hatra 
named shnjl’ in his conjecture that hijaraf" min sijjTl (usually seen as explanatory: 
“stones consisting of hard clay”) echoes a biblical formula in the story of Sodom and 
Gomorrah (cf. Genesis 19:24) and really means “stones from a supernatural being 
called Sijjll.” This was no longer understood, and so the third word, sijill, came into play: 
its association with edicts and seals led naturally to the assumption that it was 
connected with clay and writing, and this was then applied to the interpretation of the 
mysterious sijjTl as “clay” and sijjin as “writing,” 

This is a unusually complex reconstruction, which is cited here at some length 
because it seems just as convincing as Leemhuis’ once did, and as Jeffery’s explanation 
did before him. 


Conclusion 

The picture is one of confusion on both sides. Muslims were (and are still) faced with 
the task of reconciling the declared Arahness of the revelation with the presence of 
non-Arabic words in the Qur'an, while Western scholars continue to disagree about 
the origins of many of these words and the historical implications for Islam. Rippin 
(2003) offers a new interpretive approach to escape from the purely lexical or leg¬ 
endary. Noting that the putative Coptic and Greek etymologies sometimes had little to 
do with the context of the words as used in the Qur'anic narrative, he surmises that 
the attribution of Coptic origins (which sometimes involved talcing words in an oppo¬ 
site sense) was a reflection of Muslim feelings towards Coptic at the time as “a language 
of deception for Arabic speakers,” and, similarly, the attribution of Greek origins arose 
from the anachronistic association of the Greeks with commerce. Seen thus, medieval 
Muslim and modern Western exegesis run parallel, each driven by its own sectarian 
and cultural preconceptions. 

We remain dependent on Jeffery, and the data will continue to support all kinds of 
constructions, though it is difficult to go as far as Luxenberg (2000: 299) and claim 
that the Arabic spoken in Mecca was a “hybrid of Aramaic and Arabic.” The most 
eirenic and impartial verdict is probably that of Kronholm (1982-3: 65), who con¬ 
cludes that the terminological precedents and borrowings perceived by Western schol¬ 
ars in the emergence of Islam, “are not to be interpreted as tokens of a spiritual 
dependence. Rather they are employed and transformed by Muhammad into obedient 
servants of his prophetic originality.” 
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CHAPTER 9 


Structure and the Emergence 
of Community 

Angelika Neuwirth 


Three Self-designations of the Qur’an: Mushaf-Qufan-Kitab 

Qur'anic scholarship over the last decades has generally focused on the Qur anic text 
as transmitted to readers in the canonized codex, rather than exploring its oral “pre¬ 
history,” the sequence of messages pronounced by the prophet Muhammad in the 
process of his addressing his emerging community. The primary scholarly concern was 
with the codified text in its given literary shape, not with the Qur'an as a collection of 
prophetic communications that document the emergence of a community and thus, 
for their full understanding, need to be rearranged chronologically. 

This preference of the textus receptus was not least due to a justified desire to 
overcome the earlier prevailing philological-historical search for an ur-text. John 
Wansbrough (1977) to whom the shift of focus from textual history to form history is 
substantially due, was to induce a veritable revolution in reading the Qur'an, He radi¬ 
cally revised and redefined the relationship between the Qur'anic text and the Islamic 
grand narrative about its origins as presented in the biography of the prophet, the his¬ 
toricity of which had until then all too readily been accepted. Wansbrough’s hyper- 
skeptical Quranic Studies (1977), which demanded a wholesale dismissal of the factual 
data of Islamic tradition, caused, however, the Qur'anic text as a literary artifact and 
thus a source for the earliest history of Islam, to be swept aside, along with the rest of 
the traditional narrative. His claim that the Qur'an must have originated from a later 
period and a different cultural milieu than traditionally assumed, violently rid the 
Qur'anic text of its historical coordinates, thus disqualifying it as a subject of 
historical investigation. 

It is not overly surprising that this approach that projected the Qur'an into a totally 
new chronological (eighth century, not seventh) and geographical (Fertile Crescent, not 
Arabia) framework, ascribing the Qur'anic text to anonymous compilers from a 
monotheist sectarian background, had the result of discouraging micro-structural 
literary research in the Qur'anic text for several decades. Approaching the problem 
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from a historical vantage-point, Patricia Crone and Michael Cook (1977) supported 
Wansbrough’s revision of the traditional image of early Islam. Basing their discussion 
on non-Arabic writings, they excluded not only Arabic-Islamic sources from their mate¬ 
rial, but also, and paradoxically, the major object of investigation, the Qur'anic text 
itself, whose origins they projected into yet another temporal and spatial framework. 
Earlier, speculations about a Christian original underlying the Qur an had been pre¬ 
sented by Gunter Liiling (1974; 2003), who was followed by Christoph Luxenberg 
(2000), both of whom argued for an overall revision of our understanding of the 
Qur'an, proposing radical emendations of selected text units without, however, ever 
submitting the Qur'an in toto to a micro-structural reading. Meanwhile, evidence of old 
Qur'an codices (see Puin 1996) as well as new philological (De Blois 2002) and his¬ 
torical (Ammann 2001, Donner 1998; Dostal 1991; Krone 1992) studies have pro¬ 
vided strong arguments in favor of the Qur'an’s emergence from an Arabian 
environment and of an early date of the Qur'anic redaction, thus advocating for the 
fixation of the text in the shape transmitted to us. 

On the basis of our current Imowledge about the transmission process (Bdwering 
2001) and about the spectrum of rivaling text traditions (Jeffery 1937, Leemhuis 
2001), the most plausible hypothesis is that the texts assembled in the transmitted 
Qur'anic corpus do reflect the wording of communications that were actually pro¬ 
nounced by Muhammad, though we have no decisive evidence as to the exact phonetic 
shape of the language spoken by sedentary communities at the time (Vollers 1906). 

Whereas Qur'anic stylistics from a grammatical point of view have been the object 
of several studies (Noldeke 1910; 1-30; Bloch 1946, Neuwirth 1981), the impact of 
Qur'anic narration on its listeners and readers has only been investigated recently 
(Kermani 2000). This chapter is not intended to describe Qur'anic techniques of nar¬ 
ration extensively, but to give an overview of major Qur'anic sub-genres and their com- 
municational function in the process of the emergence of the earliest community. We 
will first attempt to contrast the dramatic structure of the Qur'anic communication 
(qur'an) with the static character of the canonized text (mushaf), starting with a 
description of the mushaf. Subsequently, the literary character of the early and later 
Meccan suras and finally the Medinan suras will be discussed. 


Structure of the Codex: Shape 

The Qur'anic text transmitted to us (EI2 2004; “Kur'an”; for the history of the text see 
Noldeke 1909-38) betrays a peculiar composition, essentially different than that of the 
Hebrew Bible, which pursues salvation history through a roughly chronological 
sequence of events, and equally different from the Gospels, which narrate the essential 
stages of the founding history of the Christian faith. It does not present a continuous 
narrative of the past, but in its early texts conjures the future, the imminent judgment 
day, before entering into a debate with various interlocutors about the implementation 
of monotheist religious ideas in the present. In terms of form, the Qur'an is not a coher¬ 
ent book either - one for instance made up of subunits that build on each other - but 
is rather a collection of 114 independent text units, suras (sura; plural suwar) with no 



142 ANGELIKA NEUWIRTH 


evident external link to each other. A sura is marked by a headline giving its name, and 
by an introductory invocation, the so-called basmala, that is, the formula bismi ’Mh al- 
rahmdn al-rahim (“In the name of God, the Compassionate and Merciful”). The term 
sura goes back to Qur’anic use, though originally referring to undetermined text units, 
smaller than the eventually fixed suras (the origin of the term is obscure; see Jeffery 
1938). Whereas the names of the suras in some cases are controversial, several suras 
being Imown under more than one name, the introductory formula most probably 
stems from the recitation practice of the prophet’s community itself. The siiras vary in 
length from two-sentence miniature statements to lengthy polythematic communica¬ 
tions. They are arranged in the corpus roughly according to their length: the longest 
suras are placed first, the shorter ones following in a generally descending order. The 
vast majority of the suras are neatly composed texts that may be viewed as constitut¬ 
ing their own literary genre, as will be explored below. Although a great number of 
suras appear to have been extended through later additions in the course of their oral 
communication, in their complemented version they still seem to follow particular rules 
of composition (Neuwirth 1981). Only some of the long suras appear as later compila¬ 
tions assembled from isolated text passages: their final shape may be due to the redac¬ 
tion process itself. 

Suras are composed of verses {ay a', plural ay at), varying in size from one single word 
to an entire, complex segment. The term dya, which corresponds to Syriac dthd and 
Hebrew dth and means a “visible sign of a transcendental reality,” is first used in the 
Qur’an to denote signs of divine omnipotence, such as are manifest in nature or in 
history. The notion developed in the course of the communication process to designate 
a miraculous sign apt to prove the truth of the prophetic message and was, eventually, 
conferred on the Qur’anic verse. The numbering of the verses goes back to early tradi¬ 
tions (Spitaler 1935). The early short siiras, assembled in the last section of the codex, 
are styled in a kind of rhymed prose, labeled saf in Arabic philological theory, known 
as the medium of the ancient Arabian soothsayers (kahana; singular kdhin). It is a par¬ 
ticularly succinct rhythmic diction where single phrases are marked by prose-rhyme, 
fdsila. This pattern of phonetic correspondence between the verse endings is at once 
more loose than poetic rhyme (qdfiya) and more flexible, and thus allows semantically 
related verses to be bracketed by a rhyme of their own and mark off clearly distinct 
verse-groups. 

The highly sophisticated phonetic structures produced by this style have been eval¬ 
uated in the work of Michael Sells (1990: 1993). Though the saf style will give way at 
a later stage of development to a more smoothly flowing prose allowing for complex 
segments to form a single verse, closed by only a phonetically stereotypical rhyming syl¬ 
lable, the unit of the verse as the smallest compositional entity is an essential element 
of Qur’anic literary structure. It not only facilitates the act of memorizing but also con¬ 
stitutes the backbone of Qur’anic recitation or chant (tartll, tajwld; see Nelson 1985), 
that is the essential self-manifestation of the Muslim scripture. The numbering of 
Qur’anic verses is a modern phenomenon, whereas other technical subdivisions, like 
that dividing the entire text into seven mandzil (singular manzila, “station”), or into 
thirty ajzd" (singular Juz’, “part”), which in turn are divided into two ahzdb (singular 
hizb, “part”) that are merely governed by quantitative criteria without concern for the 
rhetorical and semantic disposition of the suras, stem from the early post-redactional 
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period and were introduced to facilitate memorizing and reciting (for the early codices, 
see Jeffery 1937; Leemhuis 2001). 

The sequence of the Qur’anic suras, which does not follow any logical, let alone 
theological guideline, betrays at once a conservative and a theologically disinterested 
attitude on the side of the redactors. It suggests that the redaction was carried out 
in an extremely cautious way, without elaborate planning, perhaps in a hurry, at a 
stage of development prior to the emergence of the elaborate prophetological con¬ 
ceptions underlying the sira, the biography of Muhammad, which was fixed around 
150 AH. Furthermore, the stabilization of the text must have occurred before the great 
conquests, since a unification of various textual traditions dispersed over the ever- 
extending territories would have been difficult to Implement (Donner 1991). The tra¬ 
ditional scenario of the ‘Uthmanic redaction, the hypothesis that the texts of the 
prophet’s recitations were collected and published some twenty-five years after his 
death by the third caliph ‘Uthman to form the corpus we have before us, is thus not 
entirely Implausible, though the ascription of the first official publication of the Qur’an 
to the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-Malik (r. 685-705) whose contribution to the masoretic 
fixation of the text is well documented (Hamdan 2006) is perhaps more realistic 
(DePremare 2005). 

Place, Time and Agents of the Mushaf 

The mushaf, being the fixed corpus, is addressed to the believers in general and is meant 
to be read as well as recited. Its due place is the learned circle of religious specialists, 
"ulama, where it constitutes the basis of religious learning. Since in traditional Islam 
Qur’an reading in communal (and private) worship is a recital by heart, the mushaf’s 
place physically spoken is not primarily the cultic space of the mosque. Nor is the use 
of the mushaf as such bound to particular sacred time periods of the day; it is unrelated 
to the five binding ritual prayers that demand Qur’anic recitations performed without 
textual support. Aside from its purpose as a source of learning, the mushaf is, of course, 
primarily a scripture, that is, a codex endowed with the symbolic power of creating 
social coherence and the identity of its community, the agents involved in the commu¬ 
nication of the mushaf being the readers over the ages (for the implications of canon- 
icity, see Assmann and Assmann 1987). 

As a product of its particular time, however, the mushaf addresses the expectations 
hedged in the community about the shape of a scripture in late antiquity, a highly 
dignified corpus of the word of God that, of course, should have a particularly expres¬ 
sive beginning and end. Indeed, one realizes that the Qur’an is embedded in a ceremo¬ 
nial framework clearly marked as such: the introductory text, al-fatiha, “the opening,” 
is an exceptional text, not a sura in the strict sense, not being speech conferred by God 
on man, but a prayer to be uttered by the community, indeed the central common 
prayer of Islam, comparable to the Christian “Qur Father” (Neuwirth and Neuwirth 
1991). 

Thefdtiha in the beginning of the Qur’anic corpus serves as a prayer for the divine 
blessing required to protect the sacred book. Analogically, the two final apotropaeic 
suras, al-mu"awwidhatdn, “the two by which one seeks refuge,” though formally intro- 
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duced by a divine command qul, “speak (the following text)” and thus featuring as 
divine speech, are equally formulae that substantially belong to humans. Invoking 
divine protection, these sums are apotropaeic texts to shield the Qur’an from the 
intervention of demons. Thus, the positioning of sums 1, 113 and 114 -texts that are 
missing from the Qur’anic text collections preceding the canonical edition, presumably 
not being acknowledged as sums (see Jeffery 1937) - obviously goes back to concepts 
developed by the redactors of the so-called ‘Uthmanic text, who were charged with the 
task to construct a textus ne varietur, a codex with a claim to canonicity. ft is no coinci¬ 
dence that the apotropaeic formula to be used before starting Qur’an recitation - a'udhu 
bi-lldh min al-shaytdn al-rajim (“I take refuge to God from Satan who is to be stoned”) - 
is reflective of the two final suras. 

Qnce one separates these framing parts from the text embedded in them, a text 
emerges that starts (Q 2:2) with identifying itself with “the book” dedicated to those 
readers who, as believers and practitioners of the basic religious duties of Islam, are 
obviously Muslims: dhdlika "l-kitdbu, “That is the book - no doubt about it - a guide to 
the pious, who have faith in the unseen and are steadfast in prayer: who bestow in 
charity a part of what We give them: who trust in what has been revealed to you and 
to others before you, and firmly believe in the life to come.” The text of the Qur’anic 
codex ends with the perhaps most frequently recited Islamic confession of faith, which 
emphatically pronounces the focal truth of Islam, the oneness of God: Qul: huwa Uldhu 
ahad, “Speak: God is one, the eternal God, He begot none, nor was He begotten. None 
is equal to Him” (Q 112:1-4). These arrangements of texts are signs sent by the redac¬ 
tors to the readers of the codex, who are identified indirectly by their religious duties 
(Q 2:2-3) and directly by their belief in the oneness of God (Q 112:1-4). 

The term mushaf (“codex”) itself is not Qur’anic, since it is the receptacle of a scrip¬ 
ture that did not yet exist throughout the Qur’anic communication process. The Qur’an 
became “the book” only after the death of Muhammad, when the divine voice was no 
longer to be heard. Qnly then could the form of the - until then virtual - book, a tran¬ 
scendent text communicated in excerpts to the community, be imagined as a real, 
clearly defined corpus. What is comprised in the mushaf is “the book” in its new under¬ 
standing as the legacy of its transmitter: kitdb after the end of the process of revelation 
no longer designates the virtual, heavenly book - originally referred to by kitdb in verses 
like Q 2:2 - with its diverse earthly manifestations, but the real book kaf exochen, the 
Muslim scripture. 

The mushaf, then, is the reified kitdb, whose codification follows particular rules. At 
later stages it therefore identifies itself on its interior cover page as being made up of 
historically different layers, the oldest being the rasm ‘uthmdm (the graphic skeleton 
of consonantal signs that are claimed to go back to the 'Uthmanic redaction itself), 
followed by the vocalizing strokes as well as the points added to consonants to 
distinguish their diverse phonetic realizations - additional signs inserted systematically 
only some decades later (Leemhuis 2001). 

These attempts at unification and at maldng the text unambiguous, however, never 
achieved a total communal consensus, but rather resulted in a diversity of traditions 
concerning the reading and thus the understanding of particular words, though 
without causing (as far as we can judge from the remnants) theologically relevant diver- 
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gences. These traditions, riwayat, also used to be documented on the interior cover page 
of the mushaf, where the reader usually will find the wording bil-rasm al-‘Uthmam 
bi-riwdyat Hafs ‘an ‘Asim (or: Warsh ‘an NdfV), since only two from an earlier multiplicity 
of traditions are still in use, in the East the tradition of Hafs (d. 180/796), transmitting 
from 'Asim (d. 128/745), in the West that of Warsh (d, 197/812) transmitting 
from Nafi' (d. 169/785), both dating from the eighth/ninth century, though fixed 
as closed traditions (qiradt) only in the 9th/10th century by Ibn Mujahid (Melchert 
2000 ), 


The Oral Qur'an: The Message and its Communication Process 

Yet, though the text transmitted to us may be considered a reliable source for the study 
of the Qur'an as received by the Muslim community from the eighth century onward, 
when it was definitely fixed through an orthographic reform (Hamdan 2006), it does 
not immediately reflect the sequence of communications conveyed by Muhammad. The 
transmitted text is presented as a fixed, “frozen” text, a codex (mushaf), whereas the 
prophet’s communications are oral texts, in the Qur'an itself termed qurdn, “recita¬ 
tion” or “text to be recited.” Whereas the single text units (suras) collected in the mushaf 
are not interrelated but juxtaposed unconnected to each other, the oral communica¬ 
tions dynamically budd on each other, later ones often expressing a re-thinking of 
earlier ones, sometimes even inscribing themselves into earlier texts. 

There is, thus, ample reason to assume intertextuality between single communica¬ 
tions of the oral qufdn, one that no longer exerts an effect in the mushaf, where 
the temporal sequence of the suras plays no role, all texts being considered equally 
divine and eternal. By their definition as communications, these Qur'anic texts must 
also refer to issues and incidents “external” to the text itself, to an accompanying unspo¬ 
ken text thus embodied in the discourses that were debated in the circles of the listen¬ 
ers. The oral Qur'an - to use a simplifying metaphor - structurally may be compared 
to a telephone conversation where the speech of only one party is audible, yet the 
(unheard) speech of the other is in no way totally absent, but roughly deducible from 
the audible part of the exchange. Indeed, the social concerns and theological debates 
of the listeners of the Qur'an are widely reflected in the text pronounced through the 
prophet’s voice. 

In terms of genre it thus appears problematic to describe Qur'anic speech as prose 
speech, let alone as narrative. With reference to the linguistic theory proposed by Karl 
Biihler (1965) who differentiates between information, presentation, and appeal, one 
might hold that most Qur'anic speech falls under the category of appeal addressed, 
often explicitly, sometimes implicitly, to listeners. The listeners, again, are present in the 
text itself, being addressed, exhorted, encouraged, or reprimanded. In order to do justice 
to the Qur'an as a communication to listeners, one would therefore be best to speak of 
a dramatic text, when referring to the period of its oral communication to the listeners 
during the life time of Muhammad. It is thus necessary to differentiate between the 
Qur'an as it was communicated by the prophet to the first listeners who were still in 
the process of becoming his community, and the Qur'an as a codex, that, after the death 
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of Muhammad became the scripture of a community of believers. Both readings of the 
Qur'an, though relying on the same material basis, presuppose a diverse scenario of 
reception and thus follow different hermeneutics. 

Considering the oral Qur'an one has to distinguish - borrowing theoretically from 
the literary genre of drama (Piister 1994), which generically comes closest to the 
Qur'anic communication process - between an exterior and an interior “level of com¬ 
munication.” Qn the exterior level, the divine voice - mediated through the address of 
the prophet and fixed in a sequence of communications determined to a great extent 
by the redactors of the text - confronts the readers of the written Qur'an. In contrast, 
on the interior level of communication, the speaker, Muhammad, and his listeners are 
interacting. There is a third agent, the divine voice, who on the interior level continu¬ 
ously spealcs to the prophet, but only rarely directly to the listeners. The divine voice, 
through his speech, stages the entire scenario, thus acting as both a protagonist and 
the stage director at the same time. Qn the exterior level of communication, the divine 
voice has merged with that of the prophet; the entire drama no longer matters since 
the book is received as God’s immediate speech. The former listeners have disappeared 
from the stage, reduced to mere objects of the sole divine speaker’s speech. Their active 
role in the communication process has been shifted to the readers of the mushaf. The 
scenarios of the Qur'an as a communication process and as a scripture are, thus, essen¬ 
tially diverse. 

However complicated and perhaps ultimately unsatisfactory any endeavor to recon¬ 
struct the Qur'anic communication process may be, it is an indispensable scholarly task 
to shed light on the founding event of Islam, the orally performed drama between the 
messenger and his listeners. Two achievements are due to this communication process: 
the emergence of the Muslim scripture and the constitution of a community. Qur'anic 
studies should therefore not remain limited to the exterior level of communication, to 
the codex addressing the readers, but - in order to do justice to the multi-layered text 
of the Qur'an - try and unearth instances of the communication process underlying 
the canonical text. 

In the following, the changing self-designations of the Qur'an, qur^dn and kitdb, will 
be taken as a guideline for exploring traces of the communication process. Each of them 
stands for a phase in the development of text structure in the Qur'an’s successive 
increase in authority, and, at the same time, in the emergence of the community. We 
will proceed historically, trying to reconstruct some aspects of its earliest (i.e. early 
Meccan) self-image, the recited text, termed qufdn. The next stage to be analyzed will 
be the turn from the Qur'anic self-understanding as a recitation, to that of an ensem¬ 
ble of both qufdn and kitdb, the earthly manifestation of the heavenly book - a turn in 
reference that occurs in the middle to late Meccan period. At a still later stage, that of 
the Medinan texts, the Qur'an itself becomes a manifestation of the book, kitdb. The 
codex, mushaf, as we saw, marks the final stage where the Qur'an has become “the 
Book” itself. All of these stages will be discussed as to the overall structure of the textual 
manifestation behind the self-designation in question, the place and time coordinates 
that govern the agents involved in the communication, and, finally, some characteris¬ 
tic key concepts that mark the four diverse discourses through the Qur'anic 
development. 
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The Oral Qur'an: The Early Meccan Texts and their Structure 

During the communication process itself, the most frequent self-designation of the text 
is qufdn, “recitation,” or “text to be recited,” for example, Q 85:21; 84:21; 73:4, 20; 
72:1. The suras commonly considered the oldest, i.e. those that display saf, rhymed 
prose, in the strict sense - short speech units rhyming in frequently changing sound 
patterns reiterating the last consonant and based on a common rhythm - are made up 
of mono-partite verses containing one phrase each, for example, Q 70:8-9: yawma 
takunu U-samau kaU-muhl / wa-takunu U-jibdlu kal-ihn (“On the day heaven will be lilce 
dispersed wool / and the mountains be lilce molten brass”). The longer compositions of 
later times, their style too complex to be pressed into short saf phrases, usually display 
a bi-partite (consisting of two phrases) structure, for example, Q 54:42, or even pluri- 
partite (more than two phrases) verse, for example, Q 37:102. The relative length of 
the verses should not be dismissed as simply conditioned by a more or less complex 
content. Rather, the transition from saf speech to a more ordinarily flowing though still 
poetically tinted articulation attests to the transformation of an adherence to the stan¬ 
dard pre-Islamic tradition into a novel literary paradigm of astistic prose, one that may 
be considered as a genuine Qur'anic development marking a new stage in the history 
of the Arabic literary language. 

Ever since the sensational hypothesis presented by D.H. Muller (1896), claiming 
a strophic composition for the suras, was dismissed without further scrutiny 
by subsequent scholarship, the possibility that “a firm hand was in full control” of the 
composition and structure of individual suras has been virtually excluded. Countering 
this view, I hold that, when subjected to micro-structural analysis,^ clearly discernible 
structures emerge in the Qur'an from beneath the surface. These structures 
mirror a historical development. The crucial procedures demanded for achieving 
a valid periodization are, however, extremely complex, having to proceed from a 
thorough investigation of Qur'anic rhyme to that of the verse and then to that of 
paragraph structure in relation to the diverse semantic units, a work that is still in 
progress. 

Particularly in the short suras, distinctive verse groups can be isolated that often form 
part of a clear-cut pattern of proportions. Thus, Q 75 is built on the following balanced 
verse groups: 6-i-6-i-6-i-6-i-5-i-5-l-5;Q70is made upof6-l-7-l-7-i-7-i-7-i-9;Q79 
entails two groups of nine verses, its proportions being strildngly balanced, 5 -i- 9 / 6-i- 
6 -I- 6 / 9 -I- 5: and Q 51 is made up of groups of 9-1-14-1-14-I-9-I-7-I-7 verses. Similar 
cases are found in many of those early Meccan suras that exceed some ten verses, pro¬ 
portions being obviously a mnemonic device required in a situation where memorizing 
without written support was demanded from the listeners. 

What is true for Meccan suras in general applies to the early Meccan texts in partic¬ 
ular. In their final compositions they are intentional units that reflect a natural growth, 
not a haphazard combination of diverse elements. The following list comprises only the 
main types of early Meccan structural elements or enjeux: (1) introductory oaths and 
oath clusters: or (2) clusters of i(l/id-(when) phrases conjuring the last day (see below). 
Very prominent are (3) sections about signs (ayat) of divine omnipotence as attested in 
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nature (e.g., Q 76:6-16; 77\25-7-, 79:27-32; 80:24-32; 82:6-8; 88:17-20). From 
early times onward, there are (4) sections of debate, both apologetic and polemic (e.g., 
Q 96:9-10; 53:59-60). Signs of divine power manifest in history take the shape of very 
short narratives - the invasion of Mecca Q 105, the Thamud myth Q 101:11-15, the 
story of Pharaoh and Moses Q 79:15-26 or ensembles of similar narratives like Q 51 
(which includes Abraham and Lot, Q 51:34-7; Moses and Pharaoh, Q 51:38-40; ‘Ad, 
Q 51:41-2; Thamud, Q 51:34-7; Noah, Q 51:46) or evocations of stories {suras 51; 53; 
69; 73: 85; 89). The latter sometimes form lists: Q 51; 53; 69; 89. It is noteworthy that 
the longer narratives which occur in the first Meccan period are split into two equal 
halves exactly after the peripetia of the story, thus forming proportionate structures: Q 
79:15-26, six plus six verses; Q 51:24-37, seven plus seven verses; and Q 68:17-34, 
nine plus nine verses. 

Early Meccan suras not only contain clues as to their oral composition, they also in 
some cases explicitly refer to their genesis out of their public performance. It is inter¬ 
esting to notice that the recitation of verses certainly intended to edify a believing 
public, such as the lengthy hymn on divine omnipotence in Q 53:59-62, is continued 
by a reproachful address to those among the listeners who did not show themselves 
impressed by the pious text, but obviously ridiculed the prophet: a-fa-min hddhd U-hadIthi 
ta'jabun / wa-tashhakuna wa-ld tabkiin /wa antum sdmidun / fa-sjudu li-lldhi wa-budu (“Do 
you marvel at this discourse.^ Do you laugh and do you not cry while you make merry.? 
Prostrate yourselves before God and serve Him”). These verses are an immediate 
response to the poor reactions the recitation had received. 

In other instances, for example Q 70:36-7, the stage director’s comment singles out 
particular listeners from an otherwise obviously well-behaving public. After the recita¬ 
tion of a catalogue of virtues ascribed to the God-fearing that certainly was meant to 
address a more general public, the behavior of the unbelieving listeners is criticized; 
Fa-mdli-Uadhlna kafaru min qibalika muhtiTn/ "an al-yamini wa "ani l-shimdli "izzin (“What 
ails the unbelievers, running with their outstretched necks towards you.? On the right 
and on the left hand in knots”). The immediacy of the reaction to their behavior allows 
us to conclude that entire sections of the early suras originated in the very situation of 
performance. 

Further instances of Qur'anic verses critical of the behavior of unbelievers (e.g., 
Q 96:8f.: 77:48; 107:4f.) suggest that the recitations took place in close context with 
liturgical gatherings (Neuwirth 1996). Cases like the ones presented depict a lively 
scenario of the performance of the recitation where the prophetical mediator of the 
Qur'anic speech is shown to be well aware of the process of its reception. 


Place, time and agents in the eariy Meccan surai 

The pre-Islamic literary paradigm implies a perception of space as a challenge to 
humans because nature is not at their disposal. It is embattled space, demanding to be 
recovered by the Bedouin hero. Nor does the picture of nature that the ancient poets 
design for framing their poems express an enjoyment of nature or esthetic delight; 
rather, what is portrayed is the search for the reconstruction of the lost shape of that 
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space (Hamori 1979), a space formerly replete with fulfilling social interaction but 
meanwhile decayed and disfigured through climatic influences. In contrast to such a 
heroic attitude of man towards space, the early Qur'anic revelations in their dydt- 
sections present earthly space as particularly inspiring of confidence. They present it 
as a locus of pleasure and enjoyment, as a venue for the reception of divine bounty 
and as a site of ethically charged social interaction. An early and dominant image is 
that of a well-preserved tent, allowing man to repose, to enjoy matrimonial life, as well 
as to pursue his daily activities in a peaceful and self-confident way. Q 78:6-16 strongly 
reminds one of some psalms of praise which interpret worldly space as a secure housing 
for the created beings. Worldly space, then, is a divine grace demanding gratitude, 
which, in turn, will enhance the coherence of the relationship between God and 
humanldnd. There is a whole Qur'anic genre of hymnic praises of divine omnipotence, 
labeled in the Qur'an itself as dydt (Graham 1995). 

The real space of the Qur'anic event is, however, not nature, but the city. Its ideal 
image (see surat al-balad, “The city,” Q 90) is presented in the Qur'an as being governed 
by an ethical code which aims at a fair distribution of goods achieved in an unheroic 
manner (Rippin 1996). It is the experience of the city as a structured space that in 
the Qur'an provides the metaphors to communicate that code. In reafity, however, the 
hometown of the prophet and the early community was a locus of communal strife. 
The stubborn opposition of the Meccan elite, epitomized by their refusal to accept 
Muhammad’s message, appeared as a late re-staging of the frequent historical cata¬ 
strophes that had befallen earlier communities of city dwellers throughout the Arabian 
peninsula (Horovitz 1926). 

The early sums often point to deserted sites formerly inhabited by prosperous com¬ 
munities which have disintegrated and passed away through the collapse, sudden or 
cumulative, of their earthworks and irrigation systems or the destruction of their build¬ 
ings, events imagined as punishments for their disbelief and rejecting earlier mes¬ 
sengers. The significance of the stories about the Arabian messengers lies in their 
endurance {sabr) and obedience in calling humans to accept divine guidance: every 
community should have been warned through a revelation in order to be spared 
temporary or eschatological punishment. It is noteworthy that the Qur'anic virtue of 
patience is no mere endurance but presupposes triumph. 

It is an outiasting of evil, rather than its transmuting. Its task is to outstay all opposition 
so that the good of prophecy is not overcome by the enmity of unbelief. Its endurance keeps 
the cause from capitulation, so that it may anticipate the victory that other factors will 
achieve. It is not, broadly, a suffering which in itself and of itself makes the fabric of the 
triumph that is to be. This calls for other forms whose opportunity tenacity ensures. (Cragg 
1971: 158) 

The sites of these events are, from the beginning, presented as collective lieux de 
memoire. Contrary to the notion of deserted space in poetry, which is not due to any 
historical event relevant to the present but to the seasonal practices of the camel breed¬ 
ing tribes who, with the beginning of the drought, would retreat to their own perma¬ 
nent sources of water, the deserted places in the Qur'an are replete with meaning. 
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assuring the listeners of a divinely endorsed order in which equilibrium between 
human action and welfare is achieved. 

Not only ethical behavior counts in early Meccan suras but ritual observance as well. 
Day and night are structured by the sacred time periods required for prayer, which are 
often evoked in introductory sections of suras. The most crucial innovation as to the 
understanding of time is, however, the introduction of eschatological prophecies. They 
abound in early Meccan suras, most frequently figuring in the beginning. They may be 
introduced by oath clusters conjuring apocalyptic scenarios (e.g., Q 77:1-6; 79:1-7) 
with the most expressive being Q 100:1-5. 

These oaths, contrary to biblical oath formulae, do not function as invocations of a 
supra-natural authority external to the text. The early suras' claim to validity is not 
anchored in something beyond the text. One might spealc of a poetic, rather than a the¬ 
ological truth-claim of the early texts (Neuwirth 1993), Apocalyptic prophecies may 
equally be introduced by idhd (“when”) phrase clusters (e,g., 0 56:1-6; 81:1-13; 
82:1-4; 84:1-5; 99:1-3), equally predicting the events of the “last day.” Both types of 
clusters build up a pronouncedly rhythmical beginning to the sura. In some cases the 
id/id-phrases are not confined to natural and cosmic phenomena but proceed to depict 
the preparations for the final judgment, such as the blowing of the trumpet, the posi¬ 
tioning of the throne, the opening of the account books and so forth. They are followed 
by a “then”-phrase, focusing the behavior of people in the apocalyptic setting (e.g., Q 
69:15; 79:8; 99:4, 6) and their separation into the groups of the blessed and the 
condemned. 

The ensuing descriptions of the hereafter are strictly divided into two counterparts. 
Introduced by phrases like ammd.. . fa-, wa-ammd... fa-, “as to those who .... they 
will.... but as to those who .... they will” (Q 101:6-9), or wujuh^ ... wujuh"", “faces 
(will that day look).,. and other faces (will look),. (Q 80:38-42), they juxtapose 
the situation of the believers in the paradisiacal garden with that of the unbelievers or 
evildoers in the tribulations to be suffered in the fires of hell. It is noteworthy that both 
depictions are particularly rich in imagery and together form a double image, consist¬ 
ing of either an equal number of verses, or of two verse groups displaying a propor¬ 
tional relation to each other. As such, they remind us of the closely juxtaposed pictorial 
representations of both sections of the hereafter depicted in Church iconography, thus 
suggesting the designation of “diptychs.” Not infrequently, diptychs comprise recollec¬ 
tions of the particular behavior of the inmates of the two abodes during their worldly 
life, serving to justify their eschatological fate. These flashbacks are sometimes inter¬ 
spersed with direct speech, some of them merging into a catalogue of virtues to be 
emulated or vices to be avoided. 

Who are the listeners of the early suras? Islamic tradition presents them as chiefly 
pagans, admitting the exception of some individuals imprinted by Christian beliefs and 
knowledge. Certainly the observance of the rites at the Ka'ba occasionally documented 
in the early suras points to a public that was not strictly monotheistic. Still, the linguistic 
situation of the Qur’an attests a close vicinity of the speakers of the language reflected 
in the Qur’an to Christian culture (see Griffith 2001; 2002), Although the hypotheses 
proffered by Liiling (1974) and Luxenberg (2000), who claim a Christian origin of the 
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Qur'anic texts, are methodologically and historically unfounded, they alert us anew to 
the often underestimated part that Christian thinking would have played in urban 
centers of the peninsula like Mecca. A mass of Christian loan words already existing 
in the urban language of Mecca (Jeffery 1938) - not coined for the Qur an - attests to 
the close contacts entertained by the adherents of the cultus of the Ka'ba to Christians. 
We may thus assume that the early listeners were syncretistic in their beliefs, at least 
in part adhering to the rites of the Ka'ba and, at the same time, familiar with some 
monotheist thinking, many inclined to accept monotheism, but with a strong group, 
the Meccan elite, still unwilling to share the belief in the last day, let alone its 
imminence. 

What characterizes the early Qur anic texts is a plethora of designations for “the last 
day”: “the day of judgment,” yawm al-dln, (Q 51:12), “the hour,” al-saa (0 79:42), “the 
day of separation,” yawm al-fasl (Q 77:13), “the day of resurrection,” yawm al-qiydma 
(Q 75:6) and its harbingers, designated by particular Qur'anic coinages, without excep¬ 
tion in the grammatical form of feminine participles, chosen to sound enigmatic and 
often threatening, such as al-qdrfa, “the Imocking one” (Q 104:1); “the quake,” al-rdjifa 
(Q 79:6)-, al-hdqqa, “the inevitable” (Q 69:li); al-dzifa, “the one coming close” (Q 53:57); 
and the lilce. The strildng predominance of feminine morphology in eschatological con¬ 
texts (Sells 1999) stUl awaits systematic investigation. 

Eschatological sections are certainly most characteristic for the early suras. 
It is all the more striking that there are other texts equally phrased in saf prose that 
display a no less prominent, but different and complex, set of expressions betraying a 
close relation to the biblical psalms: liturgical words and phrases such as the invitation 
to hold liturgy, sabbih, “praise” (Q 87:1), rattil al-qufdn, “recite” (Q 73:4), kabbir 
(rabbaka), “magnify your Lord” (Q 74:3), iqra’ bi-smi rabbika, “pronounce the name 
of your Lord” (96:1) and the doxology tabdraka, “praise be to” (Q 67:1) (Baumstark 
1947). 

Obviously, in the Qur'an elements familiar from otherwise separately transmitted 
traditions merge to form an ensemble: on the one hand, enigmatic speech heavily 
relying on sound with resonances, echoes, and undertones, such as were used by 
ancient Arabian soothsayers (kahana), creating a linguistic medium apt for arousing 
anxiety and tension in the minds of the listeners. On the other hand, the long estab¬ 
lished tradition of monotheistic hymnal speech relying on syntactic stratagems such as 
parallelisms rather than phonetic and equally lit to arouse emotions, is not foreign to 
Qur'anic speech either. Both together serve to generate the “distinctive Qur'anic com¬ 
bination of awe and intimacy” (Sells 1999: 204). 

Structure of the Later Meccan Texts 

The composition of the suras substantially changes in later Meccan times. Although 
initially embedded in catalogues of narratives of partly extra-biblical tradition, stories 
about major biblical figures, like Moses, Jesus and a number of patriarchs known from 
Genesis, gain a function of their own. They become the stock inventory of the central 
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part of longer Meccan suras, most of them re-narrated more than once. The phenom¬ 
enon of recurring narratives retold in slightly diverging fashions has often been inter¬ 
preted as mere repetition and thus as a deficiency. These forms deserve, however, to he 
studied as testimonies to the consecutive emergence of a community and thus reflec¬ 
tive of the process of canonization, their divergence then pointing to a successively 
changing narrative pact, to a continuing education of the listeners, and to the devel¬ 
opment of a moral consensus that is reflected in the texts. 

In contrast to the meticulous shaping of personages and the sophisticated coding 
and de-coding of their motives (which are characteristic of biblical narrative: Alter 
1981), Qur'anic narrating pursues complex “para-narrative” aims. Narratives, at least 
in so far as they are unfolded to some extent and recall plots already Imown from bib¬ 
lical literature, are presented as excerpts or messages from the heavenly book, which is 
understood as a corpus of knowledge apart from the extra-biblical lore circulating 
through oral tradition at the time. This remoteness of “kitab-generated" narrative has 
a strong bearing on the style of the stories presented as “kitdb" readings. The tran¬ 
scendent origin imprints them with a distinct linguistic code that, on the one hand, 
confers on the diction a highly stylized form (rhymed prose resulting in somewhat 
unusual syntactic structures); on the other hand, this code unplants these narratives 
with the new message of the imminent eschatological catastrophe, bringing the nar¬ 
rative close to an exhortative appeal, or later, a sermon. It is precisely the discursive ele¬ 
ments which are so marginal in biblical narrative that matter primarily in the Qur'anic 
narrative, the explicit presentation of the moral or theological implications for the com¬ 
munity that can be deduced from the narrated facts of speeches. To fulfill this purpose, 
in the later suras a stylistic device unknown to the Bible is introduced to accommodate 
the particular moral or theological deductions from the Qur'anic discourse, the clausula 
(Neuwirth 1981: 157-70). This stylistic device consists in a particular closure of the 
long verses of late Meccan and Medinan times; the last sentence of a verse often does 
not partake in the main strand of communication but presents a comment on its con¬ 
tents, indicating divine approval or disregard of the fact reported: “Truly, you were 
among the sinners” (innaki kunti min al-khdtiln, Q 12:29). It may also refer to one of 
God’s attributes, as in “Truly, He is the hearer the seer” (innahu huwa ^l-samVu al-basTr 
Q 17:1), which in the later stages of Qur'anic development became parameters of ideal 
human behavior. 

It is noteworthy that the more complex later suras refer to scripture both through 
their transmission of scriptural texts and through their dependence on the mnemonic 
technicalities of writing for ensuring their conservation. Though clear-cut proportions 
still occur between major sections of the later suras, in view of the stylistic form - later 
verses are filled by complex, lengthy segments - it seems most probable that the trans¬ 
mission of the text at this stage involved writing. At the same time, structures gradu¬ 
ally become looser; the distinct tripartite composition prevailing in middle Meccan 
times comprising a discursive introduction, a narration and a discursive concluding 
section, often becomes blurred, with narratives being replaced by discursive sections. 
Many compositions also display secondary expansions, a phenomenon that stiU needs 
further investigation. Yet, for the bulk of the middle and late Meccan suras, the claim 
to a tripartite composition can be sustained. 
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From Ritual to Textual Coherence 

As to the function of Qur’anic stories, we may localize a turn with the middle Meccan 
Q 15, where, for the first time, an allusion is made to the existence of a particular form 
of service in which scripture functions as the cardinal section. In the same text there 
is also mention of the existence of a communal prayer, the fdtiha (see Q 15:37; 
Neuwirth and Neuwirth 1991, Neuwirth 2000). Since the middle Meccan suras are 
obviously recited as part of worship, they have acquired a strictly liturgical function. 
In these suras the reference to the Meccan sacred area (haram) as the central warrant 
of the social coherence of the community has been replaced by new symbols. 
Instead of introductory allusions to liturgical times and sacred space that evoked 
the Meccan sanctuary and its rites (Neuwirth 1993), we encounter an evocation of the 
book, be it clad in an oath (Q 36:2; 37:3; 38:1; 43:2; 44:2; 50:1) or through a deictic 
affirmation of its presence (Q2:2; 10:1; 12:1; 13:1 etc.). In view of the increasing inter¬ 
est of the community in the biblical heritage as part of their own emerging monothe¬ 
istic identity, it comes as no surprise that the bulk of the middle and late Meccan suras, 
which by now had developed into long prosaic texts, seem to mirror a monotheistic 
service, starting with an initial dialogical section (hymnal, apologetic, polemic, parae- 
netic) and closing with a generically related section, most frequently an affirmation of 
the Qur'anic revelation. These framing sections have been compared to the ecclesiastic 
forms of worship, particularly the initial and concluding responsoria recited by the priest 
or deacon with the community. The center of the monotheistic service, and similarly 
of the fully developed sura of the middle and late Meccan period, is frequently occupied 
by a biblical reminiscence - in the case of the ecclesiastic service, a lectio, a reading from 
the Bible, in the case of the sura, a narrative focusing on biblical protagonists. A 
religious tradition, essentially dependent on written texts - the positioning of bibhcal 
pericopes in the center of the service - has thus made its way into the structure of the 
community’s emerging identity (Neuwirth 2005). Using a category set up by the reli¬ 
gious anthropologist Jan Assmann (1992), one might describe this change in orienta¬ 
tion, shifting from the focusing of local sacred traditions to that of the sacred history 
located in the Holy Land, al-arsh allati bdrakndfihd (Q 21:71, 81) as a transition of the 
community “from ritual coherence to textual coherence.” 

In these middle and late Meccan texts, polemic and apologetic sections frequently 
appear as framing parts of a sura. From early Meccan suras onward they mostly serve 
to affirm the rank of the Qur'an as a divine revelation, usually constituting the nucleus 
of concluding sections (Q 74:54-5). In later siiras these concluding affirmations of the 
revelation tend to merge into exhortations of the prophet (Q 11:109-23). 

Stories in the later suras are often explicitly referred to as elements of the transcen¬ 
dent book, al-kitdb (Madigan 2001). Indeed, some suras identify themselves as drawing 
on a pre-existing, more extensive text; that is, they are seen as excerpts from a heav¬ 
enly scripture. Such a book, obviously imagined as being unchangeable and compre¬ 
hensive, presupposes a stream of tradition that has come to a standstill and become 
“frozen,” constituting a store of warranted knowledge. Qur'anic reference to scripture, 
therefore, presupposes a certain stock of narratives existing in a previously fixed form 
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and dispatched by the divine sender in single portions to form neatly composed peri- 
copes to be inserted into a more extensive Qur'anic recital that also contains less uni¬ 
versal elements, such as the debate about ephemeral issues of the community. This 
ceremonial function of the biblically inspired narrative is underlined by introductory 
formulas, for example, wa-dhkurfil-kitdb, “mention in (the excerpt of) the book” (Q 
19:16). At a later stage, in Medina, as the particular form of revelation communicated 
to the Muslim community is regarded as constituting a scripture of its own, meaning 
that community matters are acknowledged as part of salvation history, whole suras 
figure as manifestations of al-kitdb. 


Place, time, and agents in the iater Meccan surai 

In the middle and late Meccan suras, a new framework of the message in terms of space 
is realizable. These texts, which abound in accounts of biblical narratives, have broad¬ 
ened the scope for the listeners, who are led away from their local surroundings to a 
distant landscape, the Holy Land, famifrar as the scenery where the history of the com¬ 
munity’s spiritual forebears has taken place. The introduction of the orientation in 
prayer, qibla, towards Jerusalem is an unequivocal testimony of this general change 
in spatial orientation. It was adopted during a phase of development when, through 
the new focus on biblical lore, a remarkable widening of the young community’s hori¬ 
zons was taking place, in terms of time as well as of space. One might dare to hypoth¬ 
esize that the Jerusalem qibla came about as a gestural expression of the deeply felt 
experience of having gained new spiritual horizons. Together, two essential novelties - 
the newly attained convergence of the Qur'anic revelations with the scriptures of the 
two other monotheistic religions and the simultaneous adoption of the topographia sacra 
of the earlier religions - marked a new self-consciousness for the young Islamic com¬ 
munity. The new self-awareness was no longer based primarily on the rites practiced at 
the Ka'ba, but on a new source of authority, the consciousness of being among the 
receivers and bearers of a scripture, and as such, having a share in the memory of sal¬ 
vation history, transported by the medium of writing. 

By its very gesture, the qibla, oriented toward Jerusalem, points to this new connec¬ 
tion between the emerging Islamic community and the older religions. It is not sur¬ 
prising then that the Qur'anic allusion to the Meccan sanctuary and its rites as the 
previous guarantors of social coherence - allusions, up until that point, so numerous 
in the introductory sections of the Meccan suras - were soon replaced by a stereotypi¬ 
cal introductory evocation of the book, al-kitdb, now recognized as the most significant 
common spiritual possession, a spiritual space replacing the real space. 

In the earliest suras, up to the point of the emigration, there had been few places 
considered worth evoking with the exception of Mecca and some deserted sites in 
Arabia; after that point, however, one does not find any further reference to Mecca 
(with the exception of Q 17:1). Instead, the “Blessed Land” is introduced as a space in 
which the oppressed believer may take refuge and where most of the prophets had 
worked; the suras culminate in an oft-repeated appeal to examples reaching far back 
into the history of the spiritual forebears. Jerusalem, represented through its temple, is 
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the center of the space marked by the Banu Israhl’s scripture and, thus, by writing. All 
prayers gravitate in the direction of Jerusalem as their natural destination (Neuwirth 
2003). 

The vast majority of these sums start with an evocation of the book, kitab, and are 
often introduced by a chiffre, a single letter from the Arabic alphabet or a set of such 
letters which serves to underscore divine authorship but which is missing in the early 
suras. This beginning seems to hint at a newly achieved cultic function of the recited 
text which is no longer understood as the immediate communication of an inspired 
message to the community, but as a recital from a heavenly Scripture assumed as pre¬ 
existing and only reproduced through recitation. With the innovation of the orienta¬ 
tion in prayer, qibla, towards a new sacred space, the “more remote temple” (al-masjid 
al-aqsd), prayer gained new momentum. Through replacing the local “sacred sanctu¬ 
ary” (al-masjid al-hardm), by an imagined other, the rites of salat, which themselves had 
previously been part of the syncretistic cultus centered around the Ka'ba, became a rite 
filled with salvific historical significance. Through the fdtiha, the communal prayer, 
institutionalized in middle Meccan times, the expression “Lord of the worlds” (rabb al- 
‘dlamin), becomes prominent. It occurs already in some very early suras (Q 81:29; 83:6) 
to express a particularly comprehensive divine predicate. The Arabic rabb al-"dlamm, 
contrary to the Hebrew cognate, ribbon "oldm (in the sense of “Lord of eternity”), does 
not denote a temporal relation, but rather refers to God as the Lord of the inhabited 
earthly world that is represented by humans. While the case demonstrates the close¬ 
ness of Qur'anic diction to that of other monotheist traditions, at the same time it also 
highlights a peculiar Qur'anic new reading of those traditions. 


Becoming a Representation of the "Book": Medinan Texts 

In Medina suras have not only given up their tripartite scheme but they also display 
much less sophistication in the patterns of their composition. One type may be sum¬ 
marily termed the “rhetorical” sura or sermon (Q 22; 24; 33; 47; 48; 49; 57 to 66); 
they consist of an address to the community whose members are called upon directly 
by formulas such as yd ayyuhdd-nds (Q 22:1, “0 people”). In these suras, which in some 
cases (59; 61; 62; 64) are stereotypically introduced by initial hymnal formulas 
strongly reminiscent of the biblical psalms, the prophet, now designated as al-nabl, 
appears no longer as a mere transmitter of the message but as a salvific historical pro¬ 
tagonist personally addressed by God in the formula yd ayyuhd d-nabi, “0 prophet” 
(Q 33:22), or as an agent acting in synergy with the divine persona and appearing as 
Alldhu wa-rasuluhu, “God and his prophet” (Q 33:22). With the inclusion of texts about 
- sometimes ephemeral - community matters into the category of divine rulings, 
qufdn, “recitation,” has become identical with kitdb, the excerpts from the heavenly 
book. In contrast to the widely monothematic, medium-sized Medinan suras that come 
close to sermons, the bulk of the Medinan texts are quite complex. Most of the so-called 
“long suras” (Q 2-5; 8; 9) cease to be neatly structured compositions but appear to be 
the result of a process of collection that we cannot yet reconstruct. A systematic study 
of these suras remains an urgent desideratum in the field. 
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With few exceptions, in the Medinan siiras we once more encounter the Meccan 
“enjeux” though the eschatological sections and the ayat, the signs of divine omnipo¬ 
tence derived from nature, are no longer unfolded at length, but are rather summarily 
evoked. This should not be taken as a decisive shift in spiritual interest. Although new 
topics which occupy the focus of the community’s attention do emerge, the earlier 
topics remain present, since it is the partial corpus of the early suras, later assembled 
in the final part of the codex, which the believers Imow by heart and which serves as 
the textual basis for the emerging ritual prayers. 

Although occasional regulations - mostly concerning cultic matters - do occur in 
Meccan suras (e.g., Q 73:1-3, addressed to the prophet, revised for the community 
in Q 73:20), more elaborate regulations concerning not only cultic but also communal 
affairs figure in the Medinan context. Their binding force is sometimes underlined by a 
reference to the transcendent source, such as “it is prescribed for you,” kutiba alaykum 
(Q 2:183-7), or “aduty imposed by God,”/arfdatun minaUldh, (Q 9:60). Medinan regu¬ 
lations do not display any structured composition nor do they participate in neatly com¬ 
posed units: rather, they suggest a redaction of originally isolated texts. 

A new element appearing in Medinan suras is the report of contemporary events 
experienced or enacted by the community, for instance the battle of Badr in the year 
2/624 (Q 3:123), the battle of Uhudin 3/625 (Q 3:155-74), the expulsion of the Banu 
Nadir in 3/625 (Q 59:2-5), the siege of Khaybar in 7/628 (Q 48:15), the expedition 
to Tabulc in 9/630 (Q 9:29-35), or the farewell sermon of the prophet in 10/631 (Q 
5:1-3). It is noteworthy that these reports do not display a particularly artistic literary 
rendering. Nor do they betray any particular pathos. It does not come as a surprise then 
that, unlike the situation in Judaism and Christianity where biblical history has been 
fused to form a mythical drama of salvation, no such great narrative has arisen from 
the Qur’an itself. A metahistorical blueprint of the genesis of Islam was constructed 
only later, and through the inclusion of a great amount of non-Qur’anic material, 
through the sfra, the biography of the prophet. The Qur’an itself admits mythopoiesis 
only in one respect: to celebrate the process of revelation itself. 


Place, time, and agents in the Medinan sura^ 

In early Medinan times, a new group of listeners, if not always real, at least virtual, 
appears on stage: the Medinan Jews. Jews appear as believers (Q 2:62; 5:69; 22:17), 
sometimes on the condition that they believe in the concrete Islamic message as in Q 
4:162. In some other passages they appear as included among the People of the Book 
(Q 3:113-14) and are, as such, even assured to be rewarded twice over, thanks to their 
belief in their own revealed scriptures as well as in the Qur’an (Q 28:52-4; see Rubin 
2002: 21-34). In later Medinan texts, however, they turn into the target of fierce 
Qur’anic polemics. 

Apart from the Medinan suras as such, there are a number of Meccan suras that have 
been extended through Medinan additions or re-reads with a new religious-political 
dimension of meaning (Neuwlrth forthcoming). Although additions are acknowledged 
in Islamic tradition (Nagel 1995) and were marked as such in earlier Qur’anic schol¬ 
arship (Ndldeke 1909-38), these texts have not yet been systematically studied (for a 
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first attempt see Neuwirth 2004), The term “Medinan additions” is, of course, not to 
be understood in the sense of textual interpolations inserted into the suras after their 
codification. They should rather be considered as additions entailing specifications or 
modifications (see Q 74:30 modifying 74:1) that were communicated together with 
their respective Meccan basis texts on the occasion of a later recitation of those Meccan 
siiras during the prophet’s activity. Though we may assume that the long 
Medinan siiras, in view of the mnemotechnical challenges posed by their prosaic verse 
structure, should have been preserved through writing, their primary social setting, 
and thus the site of their reception and debate, will not have changed but will have 
remained a public performance. 

Medinan siiras reflect a retrograde movement in comparison to that observed in the 
later Meccan texts: from the Holy Land, the realm of the history of the earlier People 
of the Book, back to the peninsula, in particular Mecca. Not only is the orientation of 
prayer shifted from Jerusalem to the Meccan sanctuary, the image of the exodus 
of Moses and his people is equally banished from its scope. We see the emergence of the 
figure of Abraham as the new role model of the prophet Muhammad whose act of 
founding the Meccan sanctuary and initiating its rites establishes a new salvific para¬ 
digm. The prophet Muhammad completes the work started by Abraham by furnishing 
Mecca with the essential merit of being the original site of revelation (Q 2:127), which 
had, until then, been the prerogative of Jerusalem (Isaiah 2:3). 

Thus, in Medina the honorific name of the Ka'ba, “the sacred sanctuary” (al-masjid 
al-hardm), acquired new momentum. It is the center of the pilgrimage (hajj), an insti¬ 
tution founded by Abraham. Abraham, who historically precedes the rest of the 
prophets, is a pure monotheist, a hanif. The Arabic word is a cognate of Syriac hanpd, 
meaning people not belonging to the Church, perceived as pagans (De Blois 2002) 
and, in the Bible, credited with the introduction of circumcision (Hebrew millah) as a 
token of his covenant with God; the concept reappears in the Qur’an as the warrant 
of a covenantal creed, called millat Ibrahim. The new community that follows 
the Abrahamic creed is portrayed as now having a religion of its own, expressed by the 
word din, a homonym of the earlier-employed din in the sense of reckoning, or divine 
judgment to be held on the “last day.” A visible symbol of this new religion is not least 
the fast {sawm) of Ramadan that commemorates the crucial privilege of the commu¬ 
nity to be receivers of a scripture of their own (Ammann 2001). 


Note 

1 The task has been carried out for the Meccan suras by Neuwirth (1981). In view of newly 
developed additional criteria the work needs to be revised and complemented. 
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CHAPTER 10 


Sacrality and Collection 

Aliza Shnizer 


The foundations for the Qur'an’s sacredness and standing as the major mainstay of 
Islamic religion and culture are to be found already in the book itself. The very fact that 
the word of God is expressed in direct speech and frequently in the first person plural 
bears witness to the book’s divine character and places it within the domain of what 
may be defined as holy scripture par excellence: a book revealed by God or inspired by 
the holy spirit. 

To the Qur'an’s divine nature testify also descriptions of its revelation, based on a 
heavenly source, as well as the various titles and metaphors used to describe it, such 
as the “book of God” (kitdb Allah), “revelation” (wahy or tanzil), “light,” as well as “pre¬ 
cious book,” “blessedbook,” “wise book,” “tremendous book,” “glorious,” “honorable,” 
and many other similar titles, epithets, and metaphors which serve to describe holy 
scriptures. The various descriptions of the revelation of the Qur'an, its titles and 
descriptive appellations, appear inside the text next to tales of the prophets, com¬ 
mandments and laws, ethical sayings, and the other sundry topics we expect to find in 
a scripture. However, the sheer number of titles, descriptions, and metaphors used 
by the Qur'an to describe its own nature as a divine book revealed by God Himself, is 
quite unique. 

Early Islamic tradition (hadith in Arabic), which reflects major landmarks in the 
history of Islam and Islamic civilization, added to these titles and metaphors, and pro¬ 
vided profuse descriptions of the Qur'an’s divine origin, the mode of its revelation to 
the prophet Muhammad, and the way in which it was cast into a single text. An exam¬ 
ination of the traditions of this type which were disseminated during the first two cen¬ 
turies of Islam, a time when hadith was taldng shape, sheds light on the process by 
which the Qur'an’s standing within the Muslim community was established, until it 
became the supreme focus of sanctity in Islam. On the basis of such early Islamic tra¬ 
ditions one may conclude that consolidation of the Qur'an’s status went hand-in-hand 
with the development of Muslims’ perception of their religion, which had undergone 
various transformations during the first centuries of Islam, These transformations and 


160 ALIZA SHNIZER 


their relation to the process by which the Qur'an’s status as scripture became consoli¬ 
dated are reflected not only in the hadith texts, but also in the writings of Muslim schol¬ 
ars in the centuries that followed, where an attempt was made to cope with the many 
nuances, contradictions, and difficulties which they had inherited from earlier Muslims, 
the creators of the hadith. In this chapter hadith texts will be utilized as a window 
into the thoughts of its creators, Muslim believers who lived many decades after the 
prophet’s death and whose religious ideas were reflected in the way they chose to 
describe the divine nature of the Qur'an, 


The Qur’an's Divine Origin and Nature 

The Qur'an itself was the major source which shaped the Islamic tradition. Early 
Muslims based their ideas about the Qur'an's divine nature first and foremost on the 
verses of the Qur'an, It was the Qur'an from which they adopted the terms the “pre¬ 
served tablet” {lawh mahfuz, Q 85:21-2), the “mother of the book” (umm al-kitdb, 
Q 43:4), the “concealed book” (kitdb maknun, Q 56:78) and the “reminder” (al-dhikr, Q 
21:105), which became synonymous in Islamic tradition with the original heavenly 
copy of the Qur'an, the celestial archetype from which revelations were sent down to 
the prophet (see also Jeffery 1952: 15-17: Wansbrough 1977: 83). The term “heav¬ 
enly books” (al-zubur, Q 54:52) was also perceived as relating to the Qur'an’s origins, 
and understood as referring to the divine originals from which the Qur'an was revealed 
(see al-Tabarl 1972: XXVII, 66). 

The concept of a heavenly Qur'an symbolizes in early traditions the intimate rela¬ 
tionship between God Himself and the actual, “earthly” Qur'an, and also the idea that 
the heavenly and earthly copies are identical. In one tradition, for example, the rela¬ 
tionship between God and the Qur'an is expressed as follows: “The glorious Qur'an is 
inscribed on a preserved tablet near God” (al-Tabari 1972: XXX, 90). In the same spirit 
another tradition maintains that the preserved tablet is inscribed on the forehead of 
Israfil, the most senior of the angels of revelation, who stands by the divine throne (see 
al-Tabari 1972: XXX, 90: Ibn Abi Hatim 1997: X, 3414), The relation between the 
heavenly and earthly copies of the Qur'an is clearly explained in a tradition which 
claims that the Qur'an possessed by Muslims is identical to its heavenly counterpart. 
“The Qur'an is found in the mother of the book near God,” the tradition says, “from 
which it was copied” (al-Tabari 1972:XXV, 30). The idea that the heavenly and earthly 
Qur'ans are identical is linked in some other traditions with the claim that all scripture 
(meaning the Jewish and Christian Bibles as well) have their origin in the divine book 
located in heaven. “The mother of the book is the source of all scripture” says the tra¬ 
dition (Ibn Abl Hatim 1997: II, 593). Later Muslim scholars reiterated the idea that all 
scripture is of divine origin, making explicit the claim that the Qur'an and the other 
holy scriptures were all copied from the mother of the book (see, for example, al-QurtubI 
1987: XIX, 298; see also Graham 1987: 84), 

The various appellations given to the divine copy of the Qur'an are embedded within 
descriptions of its revelation to the prophet. The dominant view in these descriptions is 
that the Qur'an was revealed in two stages. First, the Qur'an was sent down in its 
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entirety in a single occasion from the highest heaven, where the original copy is stored, 
to the lowest heaven. Then, it was sent down to Muhammad in segments over a period 
of many years. An example of this view is a tradition quoting Ibn ‘Abbas, a well-known 
Qur'anic commentator (cousin of Muhammad, d. ca. 68/687), as saying that the 
Qur'an was sent down “as a single utterance” {jumla wdhida) from the heavenly books 
to the lowest heaven, whence its contents concerning commands, prohibitions, and 
wars were revealed at a moderate pace (al-Tabarl 19 72: II, 84-5). The distinction made 
here between two separate stages of revelation is typical of descriptions of the Qur'an’s 
revelation in general. 

The formulation of these descriptions was influenced by the fact that the Qur'an pro¬ 
vides no clear and unambiguous explanation of the method by which the Qur'anic text 
as it exists in the divine original was revealed to Muhammad (see also Wansbrough 
1977: 36-8). From these descriptions it is clear that early Muslims’ main motivation 
was the desire to resolve difficulties within that text; on the one hand, the Qur'an 
describes its own revelation as a single occasion in the month of Ramadan (Q 2:185), 
or on a blessed night (Q 44:3), or on the night of divine decree (Q 97:1), but, on the 
other hand, as a multiple continuing occurrence (Q 25:32). The latter verse confirms 
the claim made by the unbelievers that the Qur'an was not revealed as a “single utter¬ 
ance” but rather gradually, one segment at a time. Early Muslims were aware of the 
problematic nature of the description of the Qur'an’s revelation having occurred in a 
single night or even In a single month. Such a description is in direct conflict not only 
with certain other Qur'anic verses (and especially with Q 25:32) but also with numer¬ 
ous very ancient traditions that had grown around the “occasions of revelation” {asbdb 
al-nuzul) of numerous verses. These traditions, which expand the meaning of the 
Qur'anic text and anchor many verses within a narrative background, have become a 
major feature of the genre known as “Biography of the prophet” {al-sira al-nabawiyya) 
and of early Qur'anic commentaries (on the function of these traditions, see Rippin 
1988; see also Rubin 1995: 226-33). They also clearly see revelation as a continuous 
and on-going process, a fact reflected in countless traditions in which various Qur'anic 
verses are said to have been revealed over the years in reaction to various episodes in 
the prophet’s life. 

The attempts of the early Muslim community to cope with the contradictions and 
occasional obscurity in the Qur'an on this matter show clear signs of a desire to inte¬ 
grate the Qur'anic view of revelation as a continuous, repetitive act (in particular 
according to Q 25:32), with the other Qur'anic view, of a one-time revelation of the 
entire Qur' an (mainly in Q 2:18 5 and Q 9 7:1). This latter view in the Qur' an was prob¬ 
ably influenced by the biblical account of the law handed down to Moses on Mt. Sinai, 
i.e. on a single occasion (see Wansbrough 1977: 37). The desire to find a compromise 
between these two mutually contradictory views of the revelation brought about the 
formulation of a harmonizing approach according to which the Qur'an was indeed sent 
down in one step in the heavenly stage, and was subsequently revealed to Muhammad 
piecemeal over many years in the second, earthly stage. All the harmonizing descrip¬ 
tions make use of the Qur'anic phrase “as a single utterance” (Q 25:32) to refer to the 
first stage of the revelation. In fact, the impression one gets from all the traditions 
dealing with the revelation of the Qur'an is that they wish to emphasize the fact that 
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it was sent down in its entirety at least in one of the stages of revelation. This is true in 
particular of a group of traditions which limit themselves to describing only the first 
stage of revelation (see al-Tabarl 1972: II, 85). 

Using the harmonizing technique also solved the problem of the different accounts 
given in the Qur’an for the time of the revelation: the night of divine decree, a “blessed 
night,” is claimed to have occurred in the month of Ramadan, thus resolving another 
potential contradiction. In fact, the opinion that in the first stage of revelation the 
Qur’an was sent down in its entirety in the night of divine decree in the month of 
Ramadan has become generally accepted in Islamic tradition (There is some disagree¬ 
ment among early traditions concerning the exact date of the night of divine decree, 
on which the Qur’an was revealed. Various dates, all in the latter third of the month of 
Ramadan, are given; see al-SuyutI 1985: VI, 416-18). The various verses on the matter 
were harmonized in an effort to introduce an unambiguous conception of the Qur’an’s 
revelation which would preserve the Qur’an’s own inner integrity and its status as a 
perfect, consistent, and coherent holy text. 

In many of the harmonizing descriptions the question of God’s relation to the 
prophet arises. Two views predominate. Qn the one hand, the sending down of 
the Qur’an is described as direct divine revelation, with no mediation between God 
and the prophet. In one typical tradition Ibn ‘Abbas says that “God has sent down the 
Qur’an to the lowest heaven on the night of divine decree, and whenever He wanted to 
reveal anything of it He revealed it” (al-'rabarl 1972: II, 84-5: see also Ibn Abl Shayba 
1989: VII, 191). In another quite similar tradition, God is not just the source of reve¬ 
lation, but also compiles the messages in Muhammad’s lifetime after they had been 
revealed. “The Qur’an in its entirety was sent down in one piece, on the night of divine 
decree in the month of Ramadan, to the lowest heaven,” this tradition says, “and when 
God wanted to cause something to happen on earth He sent down parts of it, until He 
collected [all of] it together” (Ibn al-Durays 1987: 71-2; the term “collected” is fre¬ 
quently used in descriptions of the compilation of the Qur’anic text by the caliphs after 
the prophet’s death). However, on the other hand, there is also a tendency to introduce 
an angel, Gabriel, as an intermediary between God and the prophet. The angel Gabriel’s 
role as an intermediary is based on Q 2:97, where he is represented as the angel in 
charge of revealing the Qur’an to the prophet. It is this tendency which has received 
general acceptance; it is reflected in traditions, for example, with an identical chain of 
authorities as the traditions quoted above, but in which the angel Gabriel has replaced 
God as the agent of revelation. “The Qur’an was sent down in one piece from the pre¬ 
served tablet to the lowest heaven,” Ibn ‘Abbas says in such tradition, “and then Gabriel 
revealed it to Muhammad: it contained what was said by the polytheists and its answer 
to them” (Ibn Manda 1996: II, 705). The motivation behind ascribing the act of reve¬ 
lation to Gabriel was lilcely the desire of some early Muslims to refrain from describing 
God in anthropomorphic terms. But others, who wished to stress God’s closeness to the 
Qur’an, did not recoil from such metaphors and did indeed attribute the act of revela¬ 
tion to God. 

Considerable emphasis is also laid in traditions on where in the lowest heaven the 
Qur’an was placed before it was revealed to the prophet. In a manner similar to descrip¬ 
tions of the Qur’an’s starting point on the course to revelation on earth in the highest 
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heaven, traditions also tend to describe its intermediate resting place as a temple of the 
angels in heaven, named the “temple of glory” (bayt al- ‘izza). One tradition, for example, 
quotes Ibn ‘Abbas as saying: “The Qur’an was separated from the reminder (al-dhikr) 
and placed in the temple of glory in the lowest heaven. Then Gabriel began revealing it 
to the prophet by portions” (al-Haldm al-NIsaburl 1990: II, 223). Later Islamic hadith 
scholars explained the non-Qur’anic term bayt al-‘izza in the spirit of such traditions as 
a temple of the angels which was the model for the earthly Ka'ba (see Ibn Kathir 1952: 
IV, 298). The non-Qur’anic term bayt al-‘izza is replaced in other versions by the 
Qur’anic phrase “the inhabited house” (al-bayt al-ma’mur) (Q 52:4) which, in Qur’anic 
commentaries, has come to refer to the heavenly Ka'ba (see al-Tabari 19 72: II, 84-5). 
Qur’anic expressions are also used in a tradition according to which additional angels 
played a part in sending down the Qur’an. In this tradition Ibn ‘Abbas says that the 
Qur’an was sent down in one piece from God, from the preserved tablet to the honor¬ 
able scribes (an expression taken from Q 80:15-16, commonly taken to refer to the 
angels) who write in the lowest heaven. Then the scribes gave the Qur’an to Gabriel in 
segments over twenty nights and Gabriel gave it to Muhammad piece by piece over 
twenty years (al-QurtubI 1987: XVII, 224). 

The symmetry between the twenty nights during which Gabriel received the Qur’an 
from the angels and the twenty years it took him to reveal it, is based on the common 
belief that the Qur’an was revealed to Muhammad during the twenty years of his 
prophetic mission. This belief is anchored in a very widely accepted canonical tradition 
according to which the Qur’an was revealed to Muhammad for ten years in Mecca (his 
first period of activity) and for another ten years in Medina (see Rubin 1995: 196-7). 
Traditions differ with respect to the amount of revealed text at different stages in the 
prophet’s life. The texts in question are at times described in general terms as “seg¬ 
ments” or “parts,” but at times they are also characterized more specifically as con¬ 
taining a certain number of verses, one, two, four, five, and so on up to ten verses, which 
were revealed to the prophet at any one time (al-SuyutI 1991:1, 97: Ndldeke 1909-38: 
I, 29). 

The piecemeal revelation of the Qur’an, verse by verse over a period of many years, 
had the advantage of providing Muhammad with ready-made solutions to the various 
challenges he faced throughout his life. According to the traditions, one major chal¬ 
lenge he had to face was the arguments which polytheists used in an attempt to refute 
Islam and its prophet. Numerous traditions express this concern, as reflected in the tra¬ 
dition quoted above, according to which revealed Qur’anic segments contained “what 
was said by the polytheists and its [i.e., the Qur’an’s] response to them.” In another tra¬ 
dition the reaction contained in the earthly phase of the revelation to Muhammad is 
phrased as constituting “an answer to what people said.” This tradition describes the 
act of revelation as follows: “The Qur’an was sent down in one piece on the night of 
divine decree in the month of Ramadan and was placed in the temple of glory. Then 
for twenty years it was revealed to the prophet as an answer to what people said” (Ibn 
al-Durays 1987: 72; cf. Madigan 2001: 63-4). The literary starting point of these tra¬ 
ditions is the style of the Qur’an itself: the motif of “rebuttal” in the traditions reflects 
the polemical style which the Qur’an uses when attacking its opponents. Qften such 
polemical statements in the Qur’an open with the imperative form “Say!”. This type 
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of verse (see also Watt and Bell 1970: 75-7) contains God’s answer to a question 
addressed to Muhammad or a statement, a provocative declaration or an act (usually 
on the part of polytheists). This very common Qur'anic literary structure was the fertile 
soil on which grew the many traditions of the “occasion of revelation” type, which con¬ 
stitute a significant element in the conception of the multi-stage, continuous revelation 
of the Qur’an. As their name implies, such traditions consist of a typical answering 
formula: “Then God revealed the verse” in reaction to a certain event, situation, ques¬ 
tion, etc. In a broader context the concept of the piecemeal revelation of the Qur an 
has played a major role in shaping a view of human history in its entirety. Revelation 
in this view is not limited to the Islamic sphere, but encompasses the entire universe, 
as we have seen in some traditions in which the revelation of the Qur’an is seen as part 
of a continuous cosmic event that has affected the course of human history (“and when 
God wanted to cause something to happen on earth He sent down parts of it”), as a 
result of God’s desire to cause certain events to happen in the history of all peoples. 

As part of the concept of the piecemeal revelation some traditions highlight the dif¬ 
ference between the way in which the Qur’an and previous scriptures were revealed. 
The different modes of revelation are to be found in traditions of the “occasion of rev¬ 
elation” type, whose justification is Q 25:32-3. In these traditions the prophet is 
described as engaged in a debate with the Jews or with his polytheist opponents from 
the Meccan tribe of Quraysh, concerning the Qur’an’s mode of revelation. Again and 
again it is emphasized that the Qur’an was revealed in segments, in contrast to the 
books of the Jews and Christians, which were sent down in their entirety in a single 
revelation (see also Wansbrough 1977:36). Thus, for example, it is related in the name 
of Ibn ‘Abbas that when the Jews saw that the Qur’an was being revealed in segments, 
they asked: “Why was the Qur’an not revealed to him in one utterance as the Torah 
was revealed to Moses, the Gospels to Jesus and the Book of Psalms to David.?” It was 
in response to what they said that God revealed Q 25:32-3: “And the infidels said: ‘Why 
was the Qur’an not revealed to him in one utterance.?’ This [We have done] in order to 
strengthen with it your heart” (al-QurtubI 1987: XIII, 28: see also Ibn AbiHatim 1997: 
VIII, 2689-90). Another tradition quotes the nonbelieving members of the tribe 
Quraysh as uttering blasphemous words and expressions of doubt in the prophet’s 
veracity, due to the fact that revelation came to him piecemeal and not all at once. Ibn 
‘Abbas says in this tradition that the polytheists in Mecca said: “If Muhammad is a 
prophet, as he claims to be, why does his Lord punish him and not reveal the Qur’an 
to him in one utterance, instead of sending down to him a single verse, or two verses, 
or a single chapter (sura) at a time.?” Then God revealed Q 2 5: 3 3 (Ibn Abi Hatim 1997: 
VIII, 2689). 

Most later Muslim scholars adopted these views of the early traditions and discussed 
the possible logic in the divine decision to reveal the Qur’an piecemeal in contrast to 
Jewish and Christian scripture. Their discussions reflect a concern lest this mode of rev¬ 
elation may be construed as a drawback or defect in the Qur’an. However, they hasten 
to clarify that this supposed defect is, in fact, an expression of God’s grace toward the 
prophet and his nation and an indication of the prophet’s merit and the merit of 
the Islamic nation over that of all others. The gradual revelation of the Qur’an, they 
explain, made it easier to learn and accept, unlike the other scriptures, which were not 
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easy for their people to accept. As an example these later scholars bring the Jews whose 
Torah was revealed to them “in one utterance” and which they considered to be quite 
difficult to accept. In fact they refused it until God forced it upon them (al-SuyutT 1991: 
I, 94). 

Some Muslim scholars tried to find a common denominator between all scripture. 
According to their view the Jewish and Christian scriptures were revealed in the same 
manner as the Qur’an, namely in segments and at different times (see al-SuyutI 1991: 
I, 93-4). Indeed, this argument does have a basis in Jewish sources, as pointed out by 
Wansbrough, who mentions a Mishnaic parallel to the Muslim idea of piecemeal rev¬ 
elation: “The Torah was revealed scroll by scroll” (see Wansbrough 1977: 37), 

The Distinction Between the Actual Qur’an and the Heavenly 
Qur’an 

Early Muslims stressed the Qur’an’s divine origin and nature and praised its mode of rev¬ 
elation in comparison to that of previous scriptures, but they made a distinction between 
the heavenly Qur’an and the actual, “earthly” text possessed by the believers. In fact, 
they considered the Qur’anic text in their possession, known as the ‘“Uthmanic codex,” 
as “flawed” and incomplete. The 'Uthmanic codex was compiled and fixed, according to 
the most commonly accepted view in Islamic tradition, thirty years after Muhammad’s 
death. The codex was compiled and edited on the orders of the third Caliph, 'Uthman b. 
‘Affan (d. 3 5/656). The task of compilation was given to the companion Zayd b. Thabit 
(d. 45/663-4) who served as the prophet’s “scribe of revelations.” 

The distinction between the two versions of the Qur’an, one in heaven and the other 
the 'Uthmanic codex, is made quite clearly in a group of traditions dealing with the 
history of the Qur’anic text, which describe the way Qur’anic revelations were com¬ 
piled into a complete version of the Qur’an in the prophet’s lifetime. According to these 
traditions the various revelations were brought together toward the end of the period 
of prophetic activity, and the task of putting together the entire book was completed 
after considerable time had elapsed. The process began with the formulation of an 
annual version of revelations in the month of Ramadan, and ended with the formula¬ 
tion of a final and complete version not long before Muhammad’s death (cf. Burton 
1977: 192-5). The annual and final versions are described in a pair of mutually com¬ 
plementary traditions, both from Ibn 'Abbas. Qne tradition reports on the formulation 
of the annual version, stressing the status of Ramadan as the month of revelation 
(based on Q 2:185): “God has sent down the Qur’an throughout the entire year. When 
the month of Ramadan arrived Gabriel compared the Qur’anic revelations with the 
prophet, and then God abrogated what was meant to be abrogated, wrote down what 
was meant to be written down, gave a decision on what was meant to be decided, and 
caused to abandon what was meant to be abandoned” (Ibn al-Durays 1987: 75; see 
also 'Abd al-Razzaq 1983: XI, 338: Ibn Hajar 1959: IX, 43). The second tradition goes 
on to describe the way in which the final version of the Qur’an was fixed. In it Ibn 
'Abbas says: “The prophet recited the book before Gabriel every year in the month of 
Ramadan, and in the month in which he died he recited it before him twice” ( ‘ardatayni; 
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see Ibn Abl Shayba 1989: VII, 204; Ibn Hajar 1959: IX, 43). The term “reciting the 
Qur'an twice” means compiling all the Qur'anic revelations into a complete and final 
version. In other words, these traditions claim that toward the end of the prophet’s life 
a special act of revelation occurred in which a final and complete version of the Qur an 
was created. The terms “recite” Card) and “recital” (arda) which are here used in the 
context of the compilation of the Qur'an during the prophet’s lifetime are taken from 
the domain of learning the Qur'an. They refer to the custom whereby a Qur'anic 
scholar recites the entire Qur'an from beginning to end a number of times before a more 
senior scholar, (For examples of this custom, see Ibn AM Shayba 1989: VII, 203; Abu 
‘Ubayd 1995: II, 191; for the meaning of the term ard as referring to a critical recital 
of the Qur'anic text, see also Melchert 2000: 11). This kind of critical recital, which 
had become customary among Muslims, thus became the model for the description of 
how the Qur'anic version was compiled in the prophet’s lifetime. It also explains why 
the act of recital according to these traditions was performed by the prophet, with the 
angel Gabriel playing the role of superior authority. 

However, the final version of the Qur'an, critically reviewed by the angel of revela¬ 
tion, was not destined to become the text possessed by the believers, to wit the official 
canonical version edited according to accepted tradition in the days of the caliph 
'Uthman by the companion of the prophet, Zayd b. Thabit. Rather, branching traditions 
created a continuous linlc between the intact revealed version dating from the times of 
the prophet and the “pre-‘Uthmanic” version of the companion ‘Abd Allah b. Mas'ud 
(d. 32/652-3), a highly respected early Islamic personality and an unimpeachable 
authority on the Qur'an, The claim that ‘Abd Allah b. Mas'ud’s version is identical to the 
original revealed text is articulated in Kufan traditions according to which ‘Abd Allah b. 
Mas‘ud was actually present when the final version of the Qur'an was revealed to the 
prophet. In one such tradition Ibn ‘Abbas says: “The Qur'an was recited before the 
prophet every year once, in the month of Ramadan, until the year in which he died. Then 
it was recited before him twice, in the presence of ‘Abd Allah, who witnessed the abro¬ 
gations and amendments made in it” (Ibn AM Shayba 1989: VII, 204). Another Kufan 
tradition goes so far as to reject the notion that the authority of Ibn Mas‘ud’s version was 
ever replaced by that of a “second” version, an allusion to the ‘Uthmanic codex. In this 
tradition Ibn ‘Abbas is quoted as asking: “Which of the two versions do you consider to 
be the first.^” When he was told that ‘Abd Allah’s version was the first, he replied: “No. 
Indeed, this is the later version,” This tradition ends by saying that ‘Abd Allah witnessed 
the abrogations and amendments made in the revealed version from the times of the 
prophet (IbnHanbal 1895:1, 362; Burton 1977:195). 

These traditions thus posit an opposition between Ibn Mas‘ud’s pre-‘Uthmanic com¬ 
plete version with its stamp of revelation, and the ‘Uthmanic codex, here referred to 
indirectly as the “other” version. In another tradition the latter is explicitly called “the 
version of Zayd,” an expression referring to the ‘Uthmanic codex (see also Burton 1977: 
194), so called after Zayd b. Thabit. According to this tradition the question asked by 
Ibn ‘Abbas was: “Which of the two versions do you consider to be the later.?” and 
the answer he received was: “The version of Zayd.” To this Ibn ‘Abbas replied: “No, the 
prophet recited the Qur'an before Gabriel every year, and in the year of his death he 
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recited it before him twice. Therefore, Ibn Mas'ud’s version is the later” (al-Hakim al- 
Nlsaburl 1990: fl, 250; see also Burton 1977: 195). 

The motivation behind these mainly Kufan traditions is quite clear: their aim is to 
replace the ‘Uthmanic codex with an alternative version of the Qur’an, namely Ibn 
Mas'ud’s, which represented the original and authentic text going back to the days of 
the prophet. Surprisingly enough this position, which casts doubt on the ‘Uthmanic 
codex’s reliability and sacredness, was not rejected out of hand. Indeed, it was accepted 
by certain circles at the early stages of Islam, who went so far as to disseminate a tra¬ 
dition in which the prophet himself appears to undermine the status of the ‘Uthmanic 
codex as representing the pure revealed text. The prophet is quoted as saying: “Whoso¬ 
ever wishes to read the Qur’an pure as when it was revealed, let him read the version 
of Ibn Umm ‘Abd,” i.e, Ibn Mas‘ud’s version (Ibn AM Shayba 1989: VII, 184; Abu 
‘Ubayd 1995: II, 209; Burton 1977: 193), 

Kufan preference for ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ud’s version as the only authentic Qur’anic 
text sanctioned by revelation was accompanied by strong expressions of disapproval 
toward Zayd b, Thabit, who was considered unfit to compile and edit the Qur’an, both 
because he was younger than Ibn Mas‘ud and because of his humble origins (see also 
Goldziher 1920:10; cf. Jeffery 1937: 20; Lecker 1997: 261-2), The traditions in ques¬ 
tion point out that Ibn Mas‘ud had learned seventy or more chapters of the Qur’an from 
the prophet when Zayd b. Thabit was still a boy with two sidelocks, or even just a seed in 
the loins of his infidel father. Thus, in one tradition, it is related that ‘Abd Allah b, Mas‘ud 
gave a sermon in which he said: “I learned from the mouth of the prophet seventy-some 
suras when Zayd b, Thabit was still a youth with two sidelocks and played with the young¬ 
sters” (Ibn Hanbal 1895:1, 411). In another tradition Zayd is not mentioned by name 
but ‘Abd Allah b. Mas‘ud is reported to have asked: “Why don’t you read [the Qur’an] 
according to the version of so-and-so.?” to which he answered: “I recited seventy suras 
before the prophet and he told me I did well, at a time when the one whose version you 
would like me to recite was still a seed in the loins of an infidel” (Ibn Shabba 1979: III, 
1006), The sharpest expression of opposition to Zayd b. Thabit and the version of the 
Qur’an which he edited is to be found in a single tradition in which Ibn Mas‘ud rejects 
the ‘Uthmanic codex because of Zayd’s Jewish origins. According to this tradition ‘Abd 
Allah b. Mas‘ud was asked: “Do you not read [the Qur’an] according to Zayd’s version,?” 
to which he answered: “Why should I have anything to do with Zayd or his version.? 
I learned seventy suras from the prophet when Zayd was still a Jew with two sidelocks” 
(Ibn Shabba 1979:111,1008; Lecker 1997: 260). 

The opposition to Zayd b. Thabit was not to defend Ibn Mas‘ud’s prestige among 
Muslims against that of Zayd, but rather to point out that there exists an alternative 
version of the Qur’an, more complete and earlier than the ‘Uthmanic codex, in the form 
of Ibn Mas‘ud’s version. The claim in the pro-Ibn Mas‘ud traditions that the ‘Uthmanic 
codex is incomplete, is based on what canonical traditions say concerning how the 
Qur’an was compiled. These traditions, known by the name of “the collection of 
the Qur’an” (jam'al-Qufdn), have been analyzed extensively, by Noldeke (1909-38: II, 
11-27, 47-62; cf. Burton 1977; 141-2, 225-40) and many subsequent scholars, who 
attempted to reconstruct the history of the Qur’anic text using the available materials. 
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According to these traditions, when Muhammad died, no complete, compiled, and 
edited version of the Qur'an was in existence: instead there were only scattered reve¬ 
lations, some of which had been put in writing but most were only remembered by 
heart. A typical feature of these traditions is the chronological gap between 
the prophet’s lifetime and the period in which the Qur anic text was compiled, and the 
exclusion of the prophet from the compilation and the editing of the Qur an (see Burton 
1977: 126-7, 230-40). As a result, doubt has been cast on the authenticity of the 
codex and its integrity. It would therefore appear that it was these traditions which 
paved the way to the formation of the Kufan traditions whose aim was to present an 
earlier version of the Qur'an, dating back to the days of the prophet himself, a version 
which was later rejected and replaced by another one, i.e. the ‘Uthmanic codex. 

The claim that the version of the Qur'an which is in the actual possession of Muslims 
is incomplete and even flawed can be found in related group of traditions in which spe¬ 
cific arguments against the Qur'an’s completeness are advanced. The basic claim of 
these traditions is that certain verses which had been part of the Qur'an were later 
lost or omitted. These “lost verses” contained laws, sayings, ethical teachings, and 
merits of the prophet which do not appear in the version possessed by the believers. 
Qccasionally we meet with the claim that entire paragraphs are missing, without any 
details being given as to their content, merely as an abstract argument against the 
book’s completeness. The terms used in these traditions to refer to the loss of a verse 
are: “raised to heaven” (rufia), a term which minimizes the damage to the book’s 
integrity since the verse was abrogated by the will of God: a second term used in the 
connection is “omitted” (usqita), which implies purposeful erasure. The charge of omit¬ 
ting parts of the Qur'an is occasionally leveled at the caliph ‘Uthman. Western schol¬ 
ars have cast doubt on the veracity of these traditions, or have demonstrated that the 
verses in question could not have been part of the Qur'an (see Ndldeke 1909-38: I, 
255: Watt and Bell 1970: 54-5: Burton 1990: 49, 54). 

The dominant tendency in Islamic tradition to ascribe incompleteness and flaws to 
the Qur'an is contradicted by a pair of traditions preserved in Ibn Shabba’s (d. 
262/876) Tankh al-madina al-munawwara, although they do not represent the com¬ 
monly accepted Muslim account of how the ‘Uthmanic codex came into being. Qne of 
these traditions, with a Basran-Kufan chain of transmission, quotes ‘Abd Allah b. 
Zubayr (d. 73/692) as claiming that the prophet had written down the entire Qur'an 
on scrolls {suhuf), which were then used by ‘Uthman for creating the official version of 
the Qur'an. Ibn Zubayr relates that since in that caliph’s time different versions of 
Qur'anic texts abounded (a very common motif in traditions about ‘Uthman’s compi¬ 
lation, which provides the motivation behind the creation of a single, uniform text), 
‘Uthman collected the “pre-‘Uthmanic” versions and sent Ibn Zubayr to ‘A'isha, 
Muhammad’s wife. “I brought [from ‘A'isha] the scrolls in which the prophet had 
written the Qur'an,” relates Ibn Zubayr, “and, after we read them and polished them, 
‘Uthman commanded that the other versions be torn up.” The second tradition claims 
that the entire Qur'an was written down on parchment from the mouth of the prophet. 
This tradition possesses a Syrian chain of transmission and quotes a person by 
the name of Abu Muhammad al-QurashI as saying that ‘Uthman had written to the 
provinces that in order to prevent disputes about the text of the Qur'an he had asked 
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‘ A'isha to send him the parchment “on which is to be found the Qur’an that was written 
down from the mouth of the prophet when God revealed it to Gabriel and Gabriel 
revealed it to Muhammad. And it (i.e. the text) was pure.” After that ‘Uthman gave the 
task of editing the Qur’an to Zayd b. Thabit and other scribes from Medina (Ibn Shabba 
1979:111, 997-8). 

These solitary traditions with their tendency to link the 'Uthmanic text to the 
prophet and to stress the chain of revelation of the text (AUah ^ Gabriel ^ 
Muhammad) prove that in early Islam there were those who wanted to represent the 
actual text possessed by Muslims as identical with the complete, pure, divuie original. 
However, this trend did not win widespread acceptance. Instead, preference was given 
to the tendency to present the Qur’anic texts as incomplete. This is the trend that is 
reflected in the traditions according to which the earlier and more authentic version 
was the one preserved by Ibn Mas'ud, and in the traditions of the “collection of the 
Qur’an” type and their attendant claims about omitted verses. 

From these latter lands of tradition, taken together, we can conclude that m early 
Islam the believers considered the Qur’an which they possessed to be an incomplete 
version to which additions were possible. For this reason early Muslims granted the 
status of Qur’anic revelation to various laws, sayings, ethical teachings and merits of 
the prophet which they believed were worthy of being part of the Qur’an (cf. Burton 
1977: 225-40). This approach then affected how “collection” traditions and traditions 
about specific omissions from the text were formulated. It seems that there was a sense 
among early Muslims that the Qur’an was lacking some necessary elements, and as a 
result the boundary between what were actual Qur’anic verses and what were utter¬ 
ances which deserved to be in the Qur’an became blurred. The sense of incompleteness 
is most clearly seen in the formulation of the Kufan traditions which ascribe antiquity, 
completeness, and authenticity to Ibn Mas'ud’s version. These traditions, too, challenge 
the 'Uthmanic version of the Qur’an and, in fact, present Ibn Mas'ud’s “pre-'Uthmanic” 
version as the ideal Qur’an. Traditions dealing with variant readings of the Qur’an go 
as far as claiming that the 'Uthmanic text is also in need of linguistic and semantic cor¬ 
rections. In fact, they even claim that the 'Uthmanic version contains texts which 
should not be in it; according to these traditions Ibn Mas'ud omitted siirat al-fdtiha and 
suras 113 and 114 from his version (see Ndldeke 1909-38: II, 34-5: Jeffery 1937: 21; 
see also Madigan 2001: 36). Both this view as well as the approach denying the 
completeness of the Qur’an can be said to express a kind of early “textual criticism” 
of the Qur’an. 

It did not take long, however, before a reaction set in to the claim that Ibn Mas'ud’s 
version was superior to the 'Uthmanic codex, whose sacredness and unique status were 
being undermined. As part of a description of the revelation in which the final version 
of the Qur’an was fixed in the prophet’s lifetime, the Kufan 'Ubayda b. 'Amr (d. 74/693) 
is quoted as saying that the version recited to the prophet in the year in which he 
died is the version which the people read today (Ibn AM Shayba 1989: VII, 204), Qther 
traditions do express doubt as to the precise identity of the final version which was 
revealed to the prophet at the end of his life, but in any case they tend to identify that 
version with the 'Uthmanic codex, clearly with the Intention of protecting its sacred¬ 
ness. Thus, for example, the Basran Muhammad b. Sirin (d. 110/728) says that in the 
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year of the prophet’s death Gabriel recited the Qur'an before the prophet twice “and I 
hope that our reading [the ‘Uthmanic version] is identical with the final recital” (Ibn 
Sa'd 1957: II, 195; see also Ibn Shabba 1979: III, 994). 

A substantial change in attitude toward the Qur'anic text occurred during the sub¬ 
sequent centuries. Later Muslim scholars rejected the position taken by earlier genera¬ 
tions concerning the ‘Uthmanic text and insisted that the latter is, in fact, identical with 
the prophet’s text. Al-Baghawl (d. 510/1117), for example, claims that the ‘Uthmanic 
codex is “the final recital” read to Muhammad before his death, and that this recital was 
witnessed by no other than Zayd b. Thabit, and not by Ibn Mas'ud. “It is said that Zayd 
b. Thabit witnessed the final recital, in which it was made clear what was abrogated and 
what was allowed to stand,” says al-BaghawI, adding that the “final recital” is the text 
as it was written by the prophet and recited by him to Zayd b. Thabit. This written version 
of the Qur'an was, so he claimed, the one used in public readings of the Qur'an until 
the prophet’s death (see al-Suyutl 1991:1, 110). Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064) also takes a 
stand definitely in favor of the ‘Uthmanic codex, but unlike al-BaghawI he ascribes the 
fixing of the Qur'anic text which the believers possess to God alone. According to him, 
God collected the Qur'an and established the order of its chapters and in the year of the 
prophet’s death Gabriel taught him twice how to read it. “No one but God collected it,” 
adds Ibn Ifezm (1987: VI, 266). Although they differ from each other, both Ibn Hazm 
and al-BaghawI represent, each in his own way, the attempts of later Muslim scholars 
to remove the faults and drawbacks which earlier Muslims had found in the Qur'anic 
text which they possessed, to wit the ‘Uthmanic codex. Their intent was to represent 
this text as the pure and complete revealed version of the Qur'an, contra traditions which 
viewed Ibn Mas‘ud’s version as superior (see also Goldziher 1920: 10), as well as “col¬ 
lection” traditions whose descriptions of the history of the ‘Uthmanic codex opened the 
door to aspersions on its authenticity and sacredness. 

Later Muslim scholars usually took great care when faced with the difficulties posed 
by such traditions not to reject overtly and out of hand ancient traditions whose 
authenticity was considered beyond doubt. Instead, they looked for ways to settle the 
difficulties they presented. Thus, al-BaghawI circumvented the difficulty by creating a 
harmonizing link between the canonical “collection” traditions and the traditions 
which report the creation of a final version of the Qur'an in the lifetime of the prophet. 
Ibn Hazm, however, did not hesitate to reject the “collection” traditions outright. A third 
approach to the ‘Uthmanic codex is represented by the scholar Ibn Hajar (d. 852/1449) 
who refrained, here as elsewhere, from casting doubt on the authenticity of the tradi¬ 
tions in question. He does not reject the claim of a continuous link between the final 
revealed version of the Qur'an in the prophet’s lifetime and the pre-‘Uthmanic version 
of Ibn Mas‘ud, but he tries to find an identical fink also between the version made in 
the prophet’s lifetime and the ‘Uthmanic codex. He points out that it is possible to 
combine the “two final recitals” (the “two recitals” of the Qur'an in the prophet’s final 
year) and to maintain that one is in fact the version of Ibn Mas‘ud and the other that 
of Zayd (Ibn Hajar 1959: IX, 45). 

When we compare the approaches of earlier and later Muslims we find that the two 
groups differ with respect to their views as to the quality of the Qur'anic text which 
they possessed. Earlier Muslims tended to the view that the Qur'anic text was incom- 
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plete and flawed. In fact, they considered the 'Uthmanic text inferior to Ibn Mas'ud’s 
“pre-'Uthmanic” version. Later Muslim scholars, in contrast, represent the ‘Uthmanic 
codex as a pure text of revelation, written entirely in the prophet’s lifetime. True, this 
view can be found already in early times, as in the traditions preserved in Ibn Shabba 
quoted above, but at the time it remained in the margins of Islamic tradition. 

The difference in the views of earlier and later Muslims reflects changing attitudes 
toward the text of the Qur’an during the first centuries of Islam and provides us with 
a glimpse into the complex and gradual process by which the Qur’an developed into a 
sanctified text, perfect and flawless. Early comments on the Qur’an’s incompleteness 
and flaws were later replaced by a diametrically opposed approach that accepts without 
question the actual text possessed by the believers. This approach of later Muslim schol¬ 
ars, which views the extant text as complete and authentic, has not only replaced the 
other, earlier view, but has in fact come to represent the view which the Muslim com¬ 
munity deems normative with respect to its holy scripture. 
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CHAPTER 11 


Written Transmission 

Frangois Deroche 


While English uses the same word for both a manuscript of the Qur'an (a Qur’an) and 
the revelation (the Qur’an), Arabic distinguishes between the two; a copy of the Qur'an 
is commonly known as a mushaf. Far from being fortuitous, this precise distinction 
demonstrates the simultaneous existence of two realities: transmission in written form 
and transmission in spoken form. Islam strongly emphasizes the oral nature of the 
Qur'an and the particular importance of this feature should not be overlooked (Graham 
1987). The role of the written word cannot, however, be ignored. Calligraphy is 
traditionally held in high esteem, particularly in relation to the Qur'an, and the mushafs 
hold a special place in Muslim piety; indeed, the Muslim tradition of writing down the 
Qur'an largely reflects a suspicion that oral transmissions may not be entirely accurate. 
Furthermore, as will become evident, the development of the Qur'an in manuscript 
form during the first four centuries of Islam focused upon progressively perfecting 
the notation, indicating without a doubt that this was of great importance to the 
community. 

The Qur'an is the most copied text in the Islamic world. Until printing began to play 
a part in the distribution of texts in the nineteenth century, transcriptions were 
completed by hand. There are, therefore, a considerable number of manuscripts of the 
Qur'an in existence across the world, most of which are very late in date. Which period 
do the earliest copies date from.? Copies of the Qur'an, linked to prominent figures from 
the beginnings of Islam, have been identified: several have notably been associated 
with the caliph ‘Uthman (who ruled from 23-35/644-55). These attributions appear 
either in a colophon,^ note, or even a tradition, fn the city of Istanbul alone, there are 
no fewer than six copies of the Qur'an, all more or less complete, which fall into this 
category.^ However, historians are not convinced by any of these manuscripts (al- 
Munajjid 1972), some of which show signs of being very poor forgeries, ft is, therefore, 
impossible to use them to better our understanding of the written transmission of the 
Qur'an. The earliest copies which can be dated or which have been dated using reliable 
evidence are known to originate from the second quarter of the third/ninth century. 
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What is known about the preceding era? Do any sections of Qur'an manuscripts remain 
from the first two centuries after the hijra? 


The First Qur’an Manuscripts 

According to the classical Muslim tradition, written transcriptions of the Qur'an began 
in the 20s/640s, upon the instruction of the caliph Abu Baler and then 'Uthman, to 
guarantee the survival and integrity of the Qur'an. In fact, copies have been preserved 
which date from the second half of the first/seventh century; none of these copies is 
complete and, in many cases, only fragments remain. Identification of these documents 
was not based on direct dating in the form of a colophon, however. Instead, a range of 
clues from different sources were applied, such as codicology (the study of the materi¬ 
als used and the history of the manuscript codex), palaeography (the study of ancient 
writing) and philology (the study of language through text analysis). In terms of 
codicology, parchment has been used to write on in the vast majority of cases, with a 
few fragments being copied onto papyrus, as documented by A. Grohmann (1958). 
However, the limited scope of the latter makes it impossible to determine whether 
they are the remains of codices^ which once contained the entire text of the Qur'an 
or whether they are extracts, copied out perhaps by pupils or to be carried as an 
amulet. It is useful to note that paper was not produced in the Islamic world until after 
132/750, with the earliest paper transcriptions of the Qur'an dating from the 
fourth/tenth century. 

These early manuscripts are normally written in vertical format. In terms of 
palaeography, writing is of the Arabic type script, which was succinctly defined 

by an Arabic author from the fourth/tenth century (Ibn al-NadIm 1970). The script 
shares striking similarities with that used in letters and documents written in Arabic 
dating from the first/seventh century. However, the script does vary considerably 
between manuscripts and in cases where two copyists have collaborated on a mushaf, 
their individual styles can easily be identified. These differences are due to a lack of 
script standardization, something which did not happen until some time later during 
the Umayyad dynasty (after 65/685). Finally, in terms of philology, the orthography of 
these early copies is very distinctive: it is defective in the sense that certain long 
vowels recorded in classical Arabic do not feature systematically in its “consonant 
skeleton” or rasm: thus the verb qala (“He said”), which is now spelt qdf + alif + Idm, 
appears as qdf + Idm, like the second person singular imperative form of the same 
verb, qul (“Say!”). Two additional comments are relevant to this observation. The first 
is in regard to the use of diacritics,^ which are used with varying frequency by the 
copyists; it is not clear whether they made this choice themselves or they were 
following orders from their patrons. The purpose of the decision itself is also unclear. 
Was it to leave open the possibility of reading the text in different ways, thus perhaps 
having the potential to suit greater numbers of Muslim users/readers.? Second, 
there was no system in place at this time for recording short vowels. The various 
deficiencies noted in the hijdzi-style manuscripts mean that it was not, in fact, possible 
to adequately preserve the integrity of the Qur'an through writing as the caliph 
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‘Uthman intended when, according to the tradition, he decided to document 
the revelation. 

The hijdzi-style manuscripts nevertheless confirm that transmission of the Qur an 
in writing began at an early stage. Various trends in that transmission have also been 
identified. Muslims initially chose the codex, a type of book which became the predom¬ 
inant format of the day, all but replacing the scroll or volumen^ of Classical Antiquity, 
which remained in very restricted use as, for example, in copies of the Torah. A slightly 
later text, a polemical Christian piece against Islam, does, however, indicate that scrolls 
were used by the first Muslims following the Jewish example (al-Kindi 1885). 
Scrolls were subsequently used from time to time, but based upon a very different set 
of principles from the classic volumen; this will be discussed later in this chapter. Tradi¬ 
tions mention various materials upon which texts were written (scraps of leather, palm 
leaf stalks, animal scapula bones, etc.), none of which remained in use for very long, 
having been replaced by the codex. 

Manuscripts were copied out in long lines not columns from the start, a decision 
which proved to be a determining factor in the subsequent development of the Arabic- 
Muslim manuscript tradition (see facsimiles published in Deroche and Noja 1998; 
2001). The spaces between words cannot be differentiated from the spaces which occur 
within words, where the word contains one or more letters which are not linked to the 
following letter, as with ddl which does not join to the following letter when used within 
a word: this may be an indication that the writing was influenced by the scriptio con- 
tinua style used during antiquity.^ This influence may also explain why copyists would 
often divide a word comprising two or more segments (four, for example, in darajdt: da 
+ m+id + t) upon reaching the end of the line, a practice which was later strictly for¬ 
bidden. The end of a verse is indicated consistently by ink strokes which are grouped 
together in various arrangements; markers to indicate the conclusion of five or ten 
verses, where they occur in the manuscripts at all, have been added in later. The suras 
are separated from one another by blank spaces which are a whole line long in some of 
the more meticulously transcribed copies; the titles of the suras which are sometimes 
included have been added later. In the case of a few mushafs, the title area was deco¬ 
rated with ink, sometimes in shades of red. Some manuscripts leave a whole line for the 
introductory basmala, but this practice was not unanimously adopted. The tradition of 
dividing the text into sections of equal length does not seem to have been adopted 
during this period when copies of the Qur'an were transcribed using the hijdzl script; 
in the London BL Or. 2165 manuscript, markers for such divisions of the text were 
inserted later and are thus found between the lines (Deroche and Noja 2001). Since the 
beginning and end of the manuscripts were exposed to continual wear and tear and 
repetitive handling, the pages have often disappeared at these points. We therefore 
know next to nothing about “title pages” since only one such initial page has been found 
to date and this is merely a fragment, the recto of which is blank. 


Experimentation During the First Centuries 

Some of the features which characterized the Qur'an manuscripts of the first/seventh 
century have stood the test of time, but the majority were subject to significant change 
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over the following three to four centuries. In fact, far from retaining the solutions 
demonstrated by the earliest copies, a desire to perfect the codex form quickly emerged 
among the Muslim community. This is reflected partly by the greater degree of accu¬ 
racy adopted in transcriptions of the text: techniques essential to attaining ‘Uthman’s 
alleged objectives were gradually introduced. The initial scriptio defectiva script was 
replaced by scriptio plena - a development which may possibly be documented in one 
account which tells of an Umayyad governor adding two thousand harf (probably 
meaning “letters”) to the Qur'an (Jeffery 1937). The first vocalization system then 
emerged, probably around the end of the Umayyad period and was based on the use of 
red dots; gradually hamza and orthoepic indicators {sukiin, shadda) were marked down, 
albeit irregularly. The system as we Imow it today seems to have been introduced 
towards the end of the third/ninth century. 

Considerable effort went into the appearance of a mushaf. The script itself was 
subject to a process of ensuring uniformity, perhaps inspired by the efforts of the 
Umayyad officials: the caliphs of this period initiated reforms in the administration of 
the empire with the aim of establishing the Arabic language and script as official forms 
of communication. In the case of the script, this required considerable care to be talcen 
over handwriting, perhaps influencing those who were assigned the task of transcrib¬ 
ing the text of the revelation. The notion of Qur'anic scripts, that is, specific styles 
adopted in copies of the Qur'an, undoubtedly emerged during this period; the Fihrist 
by Ibn al-Nadlm shows that, by the fourth/tenth century, the notion of a Qur'an script 
was standard (Ibn al-NadIm 1970). The first script to appear in a significant number of 
manuscripts dates from the Umayyad period and is essentially an elaborate form of the 
early hijdzi script, retaining the same slender appearance: the script is written on a ver¬ 
tically formatted page (Deroche 2002). 

A further development of this period was the inclusion of decoration in the Qur'an 
codex. The most impressive example is a copy of the Qur'an discovered in Sanaa in the 
Yemen (Dar al-Makhtutat 20-33.1), with an initial double-spread page depicting two 
buildings, assumed to be mosques (von Bothmer 1987). Other fragments from the 
Umayyad period reveal that the illuminators who worked on these manuscripts were 
familiar with Christian iconography and with the iconography of the type most spec¬ 
tacularly displayed at the Dome of the Rock. Other, less skillful attempts may reflect the 
approach adopted in those areas which were further away from the government center. 
Living beings are absent from these illuminations, which instead feature geometric 
designs and vegetation-based imagery alongside occasional architectural images. The 
decoration mainly occurs where there is a break in the text, either within the block of 
writing itself or at the edge. The latter category also includes full-page decorations 
placed at the start and sometimes also at the end of a volume, as well as decorative 
borders at the beginning and end of the text. 

Scripts soon began to feature thicker strokes; they are traditionally known as 
“Kufic” scripts but are perhaps more accurately described by the term “early Abbasid 
scripts” (Deroche 1983; 1992). On the basis of the classifications proposed, it is possi¬ 
ble for the palaeographer to identify the rules of working practice in operation for 
certain groups of copies (Deroche 1989). The complexity of the most remarkable of 
these scripts demonstrates the various levels of execution in existence, ranging from 
copies written in calligraphy to more clumsy attempts at imitating these skillful 
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copies. The scripts were primarily associated with parchment manuscripts of a specific 
format. 

The Qur’an codex underwent significant alteration around the start of the 
second/eighth century: the original vertical format was replaced by an oblong format. 
The reasons behind this modification have not been recorded in any existing docu¬ 
mentation and thus several hypotheses have emerged; two of these theories are very 
similar and are not necessarily mutually exclusive. According to the first, the decision 
indicates a desire to clearly distinguish the Qur’an from the Christian codex and from 
the Jewish Torah scrolls. The second theory considers this modification to relate to the 
initial writing down of the hadith and the resultant desire to distinguish the book of 
God from all other texts. It is also possible that a particular type of binding would have 
been developed around this time or shortly after; this would have been a closable case, 
serving both to protect the Qur’an codex as well as to provide a means of identifying 
the document within (Deroche 2000). This case was thus part of a set of material 
means which would have provided the mushaf with a strong visual identity. 

It is difficult to determine the exact point in time at which the early ‘Abbasid scripts 
developed. The first definite indications of a date do not feature in copies of the Qur’an 
until the third/ninth century, with the exception of the pious forgeries discussed above. 
Establishing a date for the earliest copies is thus dependent upon palaeographic studies, 
dating the decorations or, in rare cases, upon scientific methods such as Carbon-14 
dating. Using this technique, the Sanaa Qur’an mentioned above is thought to date 
from between 657 and 690 (von Bothmer et al. 1999); the script which appears in this 
Umayyad manuscript already demonstrates certain traits which subsequently devel¬ 
oped over the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries. As a whole, these scripts are 
defined by their thick lettering, as mentioned above, with emphasis being placed on the 
baseline: the copyists used pronounced horizontal strokes to create a balanced layout, 
punctuated by shorter vertical strokes and identical spacing between groups of letters. 

Qne consequence of this graphic work with the script was that copyists were able to 
alter the volume of the text. In fact, the number of pages included in a transcription of 
the Qur’an could be markedly increased, if the copyist so desired, by significantly 
increasing the dimensions of the characters while still maintaining a suitable appear¬ 
ance. Copies with approximately six hundred leaves began to appear, each leave made 
from a whole animal skin. Qne group of large mushafs from the second/eighth century, 
written in this same script and often containing twelve lines per page, documents this 
solution; their dimensions classify them alongside the largest parchment manuscripts, 
marking the beginning of a trend in large-format transcriptions of the Qur’an, initially 
indicated by the Sanaa Qur’an, Preference then switched to producing series of seven 
to thirty parts, forming an overall volume of considerable size; the first series was pro¬ 
duced during this period, as confirmed by Malik b. Anas’ condemnation of this inno¬ 
vation (Fierro 1992), Given how quickly the number of such series increased during 
the third/ninth century, it would seem that they were produced to meet requirements. 
Each part was relatively close to the average size of contemparary copies, which prob¬ 
ably facilitated manufacture. The fact that the parts were produced as series also meant 
that they had to be kept together in specific cases, a practice which was to remain 
popular throughout the Muslim world. 
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From the end of the third/ninth century, a new development began to take place: a 
script very different in appearance from the early ‘Abbasid scripts began to appear in 
copies of the Qur'an. This “new style,”* despite many variations in its appearance, is 
defined by brealcs and angular forms and by extreme contrasts between the thick and 
thin strokes (Deroche 1983; 1992). The script was initially used in administrative and 
legal documents: it replaced earlier scripts, yet there is no satisfactory explanation for 
its apparent success. It is possible that it was easier to read than the early ‘Abbasid 
scripts which differ greatly from current writing practice. Economic factors may also 
have played a part: one cannot fail to aclmowledge the relatively simultaneous occur¬ 
rence of both the “new style” being introduced and the use of paper spreading through¬ 
out the Muslim world; the decrease in the price of books triggered by the introduction 
of this new material seems to have led to an increase in demand. As a result, it would 
probably have been essential to raise productivity levels. Earlier scripts would therefore 
have been abandoned either because they took too long to produce or because increas¬ 
ing numbers of copyists (who likely had not mastered these particular scripts or who 
could not produce them to an acceptable level) would have been required to transcribe 
the Qur'an; they would therefore have chosen simpler styles for these copies. During 
this same era, the vertical format gradually re-established itself as standard in these 
mushafs; this was perhaps another consequence of paper being introduced. The “new 
style” was the last script to spread throughout the Muslim world before the introduc¬ 
tion of printing; it remained in use until the seventh/thirteenth century, at which point 
it was restricted to titles only. 

Around the middle of the fourth/tenth century, one final development led to scripts 
similar to those used in everyday life being adopted in the Qur'an. The strong visual 
identity assigned to the mushaf by previous generations was reduced. Instead, the 
overall presentation remained constant for several centuries, with the notable excep¬ 
tion of the decorations, which changed in style over time. 


Written Copies of the Qur’an from the Fifth/Eleventh 
Century Onwards 

The text of the Qur'an was copied out both in parts in order to form a collection of 
extracts, and in its entirety; in the majority of cases, these copies take the form of a 
codex written in vertical format but copies have also been made for specific purposes, 
usually for use as a talisman and are produced in scroll form {rotulus'^ type), shirts, etc. 
The codices either comprise one complete volume or a series of parts, ranging from two 
to sixty sections. These divisions into parts are based on the number of letters which 
form the entire text as a result of an initiative which dates back to the Umayyad period 
and was allegedly ordered by al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf (d. 95/714); the number found then 
was divided by two, three, four, and so on, and the end of the nearest verse is taken to 
be the waypoint which was at the half, third, or quarter (and so on) point. 

The modern reader opening a manuscript of the Qur'an cannot fail to be struck by 
the lack of a title at the beginning of the volume, especially given that titles have fea¬ 
tured at the beginning of works, even taking up a full page on occasion, since the very 



178 FRANCOIS DtROCHE 


start of the non-Qur'an related Arabic manuscript tradition. The mushaf is thus an 
exception to the rule. Many strategies have therefore been adopted to compensate for 
the absence of a title. As discussed above, developing a strong, instantly recognizable 
visual identity was one of the first steps talcen to compensate for this deficiency. In the 
most meticulously transcribed copies, illuminations were used for this purpose. The 
original decorations had no writing (anepigraph); later, pious expressions or a list of 
the sections which comprise the Qur'an (sums, verses, letters, etc.) were included. At 
the end of the fourth/tenth century, quotations from the Qur'an were introduced: the 
citations chosen contain the word “Qur’an" or another such direct reference to the text. 
Verses 77-80 of sura 56 were undoubtedly the most frequently used in this context, 
but other sections were also used, such as Q 17:88, 41:41-2, and 85:21-2, The size of 
the decoration affected the artist’s decision regarding the length of the quotation: the 
illumination marking the start of a volume and relating to the citation can form one 
page, a double page spread, a border surrounding the incipit (the first words of a text) 
or a separate prelude to the incipit. 

The double page which contains the incipit is characterized by a very particular text 
layout. In copies of the Qur'an comprising one volume, sura 1 or sura 1 and the first 
verses of sura 2, are arranged in a particular way; the carefully produced copies include 
an illumination at this point which takes the form of a border and contains one or 
several of these quotations from the Qur'an. Each sura is preceded by its title which may 
be followed by the number of verses it contains and its place in the revelation: it is much 
less common for an indication of its position in the chronology of the revelation to 
appear (that is, whether it is a Meccan or a Medinan chapter). The suras are identified 
by title, not by number; the titles can vary from manuscript to manuscript. The basmala 
which is featured at the beginning of each sura (with the exception of sura 9) appears 
on its own on the first line. Verses are usually separated from one another by a marker 
or small decoration; it is rare for their number in the sequence to appear. Larger illu¬ 
minations, placed either at the end of the verse concerned or in the marginal area, 
with the corresponding decoration, mark groups of five or ten verses; the number, if 
included, is written either all in letters or using the numerical value of the letters of the 
alphabet (abjad); in the more modest copies, the words “five” (khams) and “ten” ( ashr) 
are written in the margin. The numbering of each of these elements is placed at its end. 

A series of additional markers are also featured in the margin. The prostrations 
which must occur when reading the text are indicated by the word sajda which appears 
either on its own or as part of a decoration. Segments of the text are also indicated in 
the margin: thirtieths (juz’), sixtieths (hizb) and also, on occasion, further subdivisions 
of these sections into quarters and halves. Some of the more meticulous copies contain 
borders in the form of illuminations to mark these points in the text; usually there is 
just one, at the halfway point, but sometimes there are thirty, one for each juz'. 

The text itself is normally written all in the same ink for both the consonant skele¬ 
ton (rasm) and vocalization system; only in the Muslim West was the early system of 
using colour to mark the short vowels, hamzas, sukuns and shaddas retained. Despite 
objections from jurists, gilded ink was used, sometimes throughout the text, sometimes 
for certain words, most notably ‘Allah;” different colors of ink appear in some copies 
according to the specific page layout. Where the mushafs contain translations written 
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between the lines for the benefit of non-Arabic-speaking Muslims, these take the form 
of smaller and distinct characters, often written in red ink. In some copies, symbols 
above the text clarify the rules of recitation, indicating in particular where pauses must 
and must not occur. From this period onwards, the between-word space was larger than 
the space which separated individual, non-joining letters within a word; splitting a 
word at the end of a line was no longer acceptable. 

The styles of writing employed were primarily the naskhi, muhaqqaq, rayhdni and on 
rarer occasions the thuluth script, to use traditional terminology. The latter three scripts 
are of medium and large stature, while the first - which was in very widespread use - 
is small, though stiU larger than the ghubdr script, employed in miniature copies. In 
practice, there are evident stylistic variations which relate to different periods and loca¬ 
tions; our knowledge of this is, however, largely empirical. There exist a great many 
copies written in calligraphy, most of which use the same script from start to finish. 
During the tenth/sixteenth and eleventh/seventeenth centuries, copyists sometimes 
chose to employ two or even three styles of different height with two or three lines in 
taller script (muhaqqaq or thuluth) separated from the others by blocks of naskhi script; 
the latter were transcribed in black ink, the others in colour. There are also regional 
particularities; this will be discussed in greater detail below. 

Some manuscripts also contain additional appended texts, invocations (dua^ to be 
recited after reading the Qur'an, tables for predicting the future with the aid of the text, 
tracts relating to the Qur'an, etc. Individuals would sometimes note down particular 
family events (births and deaths) or larger-scale events in their copies. 

The bindings of the Qur'an are the same as that of other manuscripts, having a book 
jacket and jacket flaps (except in Central Asia). The outside of the jacket flap often bears 
an inscription of verse 79 of sura 56 (“None but the pure may touch”), thus enabling 
the manuscript to be identified as a mushaf. Special tracts state that copies of the Qur'an 
must be treated with particular respect; they must be placed above all other books 
which are stored flat in accordance with Eastern tradition. It is also recommended that 
the mushaf he kept in a protective cover. Many coverings of this type remain; the leather 
covers of sub-Saharan Africa are particularly important in that they prevent the leaves 
of the manuscript from dispersing. 

Up until the fourth/tenth century, regional characteristics do not seem to have 
strongly influenced the Qur'an manuscript tradition, aside, of course, from the variant 
readings. The situation changed with the introduction of so-called “cursive” scripts in 
copies of the revelation. In the Western part of the Muslim world (North Africa and 
Spain), the maghribf^ script gradually established itself as the norm from the end of the 
fourth/tenth century and remained so until the arrival of the computer age. Parch¬ 
ment continued to be used in the production of these manuscripts which were typically 
square in format. Colors (red, green, yellow, and blue) were also employed over a long 
period to indicate vocalization and orthoepic markers. In sub-Saharan Africa, a variant 
form of maghribi developed; as mentioned above, these copies of the Qur'an sometimes 
comprised a pile of separate sheets which had to be kept together with their binding in 
a special protective pouch. 

Elsewhere, differences between the various scripts were less clearly defined. There 
were many variants of the classic styles from the central area of the Muslim world, as 
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demonstrated by copies of the Qur'an made in China (Bayani et al. 1999). More 
distinct is the bihdri script which was used solely in the north of India between the 
seventh/thirteenth and tenth/sixteenth centuries. Mushafs written in the nastaHq 
script are comparatively rare since this style, so characteristic of the Persian world, does 
not have Qur'an-script status. The illuminations often bear the mark of the region 
where they were completed. 

The Qur’an Manuscripts in Muslim Societies 

The alleged etymological similarities between the words “Qur'an” and the Syriac 
qeryana (liturgical reading) could lead one to conclude that the book of the Qur'an was 
intended for liturgical purposes: however, this was not the case and manuscripts of the 
Qur'an played no part in the religious practice established by Muhammad who, let us 
not forget, died before the text was recorded in writing, according to Muslim tradition. 
This is not to say that the Qur'an is never associated with devout practices. Indeed, the 
energy which went into multiplying copies of the book and the considerable effort 
invested in some of the more lavish and impressive copies indicate that the mushaf did 
play a part in Muslim societies. On the other hand, developments in notation during 
the first centuries undoubtedly influenced the emergence of the variant readings. 
Unfortunately, very little is known about these different issues and studies into the 
matter are only just beginning. 

It is important to emphasize that manuscripts of the Qur'an are held in great 
esteem; this also applies to the printed versions. The basic interpretation of the verse of 
sura 56 mentioned above is that the mushaf may only be touched by those in a state 
of purity. This applies to Muslims only and prohibits non-Muslims from touching a 
copy of the Qur'an. When a copy deteriorated to such an extent that it could no 
longer be used, Muslim law proposed various methods of protecting such copies 
from desecration (Sadan 1986): deposits of old manuscripts discovered in various 
locations across the Muslim world represent one solution to this problem. Worn pages 
could also be transformed into cardboard for use as a cover in binding another copy of 
the Qur'an. 

The history of Qur'anic manuscripts begins in earnest with the decision of the caliph 
‘Uthman to send the copies of the text, produced on his command, to the large urban 
centers in his empire. The significance of the overall circulation of mushafs during the 
manuscript period is difficult to determine due to a lack of precise numbers. Since it 
would have been too costly for most Muslims to purchase a manuscript, copies of the 
Qur'an were held in mortmain or waqf in order to make them accessible to as many 
people as possible. Copies have been preserved from the third/ninth century which 
contain a deed recording such a gift made by a devout believer to a mosque or oratory; 
these copies frequently took the form of a series of thirty jwz'. More is known about the 
history of these copies intended for public use than about the mushafs which belonged 
to individuals. Later documents only, from the twelfth/eighteenth and thirteenth/nine¬ 
teenth centuries, have established that the Qur'an was the only book possessed by most 
households (Anastassiadou 1999). Even then, this information relates primarily to 
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urban areas; it is not known whether Muslims living in rural areas had access to copies 
of the text of the revelation during this same period. The price of the books seems to 
have fallen significantly as soon as paper became widely established in around the 
fourth/tenth century, though it is not possible to quantify this change; more is known 
about a second development - the spread of printing - which occurred during the 
second half of the nineteenth century and enabled more people to acquire a copy of 
the Qur’an. 

A great many pocket-sized copies of the Qur’an have been preserved, dating from 
the eleventh/seventeenth century. The Ottoman world provides the best example of this 
development. A standard format was developed which linked the material composition 
of the manuscript with the structure of the text. Each juz’ comprised a quire of ten 
leaves so that these copies all had three hundred leaves in total (usually a bit more, in 
fact); the text of each juz’was divided into twenty fixed sections each corresponding to 
one copied page with fifteen lines per page, starting with the beginning of a verse and 
finishing with the end of a verse (Stanley 2003; Witkam 2002). As a result, it is theo¬ 
retically possible to swap two pages bearing the same pagination from two different 
mushafs, produced in accordance with these rules, without omitting or duplicating any 
of the text. Subsequent elaboration of the text enabled the presentation to be used for 
specific purposes; to highlight a certain element of the text, to demonstrate the sacral- 
ity of the Qur’an or even to suggest a deeper significance. The most striking examples 
are revealed by a group of manuscripts in which copyists have stretched out or com¬ 
pressed the script within the closed unit of each page in order to move words or groups 
of words so that they appear on the same line and in the same relative position as on 
the page opposite, where similar techniques have been applied; these words are written 
in red to highlight the textual symmetry, the most impressive examples of which appear 
in sum 26 where whole passages resemble one another in this way (Deroche 2000; 
Stanley 2003). 

Were these standardized copies intended to facilitate learning the Qur’an by heart 
(Stanley 2003).? While this cannot be ruled out completely, what we know of the 
methods used would seem to suggest otherwise. The extensive standardization process 
demonstrated by these mushafs and the impressive productivity of the Ottoman copy¬ 
ists indicate that the aim of these manuscripts was to respond to a very widespread 
demand within society, while at the same time talcing into account the limited resources 
of potential purchasers; the influence of printing or at least what the Muslim copyists 
knew about printing may also have played a part in this development. 

Reading the text is an act of piety and the development of the waqf for the mushafs, 
as we have seen, provided the literate with the opportunity to read the Qur’an in 
mosques or in other religious buildings. From the sixth/twelfth century onwards, 
rituals emerged which involved reading the Qur’an aloud, requiring the use of copies 
of the Qur’an in thirty volumes. Income from a waqf enabled the readers and any staff 
associated with this ritual to be paid; several examples have been identified in preserved 
manuscripts and in the waqf acts themselves dating most notably from the Mamluk 
period (James 1988). These readings sometimes took place at a burial site to benefit the 
deceased; at other times, they were dedicated to believers within a mosque or even to 
passers-by in neighboring streets. Readings were also held under more modest 
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conditions. Sessions were organized during the month of Ramadan; copies of the 
Qur'an from the Maghreb region contain special markers in the margin for this 
purpose, dividing the text into twenty-nine sections to match the number of days in 
the month. 

Readings were sometimes focused upon particular extracts. During the seventh/ 
fourteenth century, Ibn Battuta (d. 770/1368-9 or 779/1377; 1992) assisted at a 
gathering held daily in Tabriz in the courtyard of the mosque. During this gathering, 
which was following the asr^^ prayer, suras 36, 48, and 78 were read. There can be no 
doubt that the development of this practice explains the emergence of copies 
featuring just these suras, as well as certain others from the end of the Qur'an. These 
thin volumes also enabled the less affluent to obtain a partial copy of the scripture at a 
lower cost. These copies seem to belong to a category of manuscripts intended for 
private use in the same way as those copies bearing either ajuz'or a hizb on each double 
page (i.e., the verso of one leaf and recto of the following); a very small script is used. 
This latter type of mushaf seems to have been highly successful in the Iranian world 
and in India; extracts, on the other hand, may have been more popular in Turldsh- 
speaking areas. 

For non-Arabic-spealdng Muslims, certain copies contained a translation written 
in smaller characters between the lines of the Arabic text, following the order of the 
Arabic word-for-word. Others provided a commentary (tafsir) written in the margin, 
sometimes in the form of a translation. It is, of course, essential to distinguish those 
copies in which the elements in question are later additions from those where 
the copyist intended them to be inserted. The earliest examples in Persian date from the 
sixth/twelfth century, while those in Turkish postdate them by almost two centuries. In 
more recent times, the twelfth/eighteenth and thirteenth/nineteenth centuries, such 
copies seem to have increased in number. 

Copies associated with the memory of some of the great figures of early Islam hold 
a special place in the evocation of piety which developed around the mushaf. From the 
fifth/eleventh century onwards, sources identify a “Qur'an of ‘Uthman” or a “Qur'an 
of 'AH” at specific sites and describe the practices which surrounded them (Mouton 
1993). The presumed absolute authenticity of these copies as well as their baraka 
explains why reading from these copies carried particular value, with believers seeking 
to establish physical contact with the manuscript; copies were sometimes protected by 
a cover or stored in a cabinet. In Cordoba where several leaves from such a copy were 
stored for a time, an elaborate ritual developed involving processions and candles; the 
relic was then transferred to Marrakech where it was protected with a silver-plated 
binding and stored in a special piece of furniture (Dessus Lamare 1938). 

In Damascus, where a “Qur'an of 'Uthman” was held in the Middle Ages, important 
figures were entitled to read the manuscript and to contribute to the funds raised for 
the weaving of the veil which covered it. Copies of the Qur'an were also integrated into 
strategies devised to demonstrate power. One such example is the ‘Abbasid court cere¬ 
monial where, on special occasions, the caliph would appear seated on his throne with 
a copy of the Qur'an, wearing a cloalc and carrying a baton which are both said to have 
belonged to Muhammad. The large parchment copies of the Qur'an mentioned above, 
which were also made during this period, were very expensive to produce and costs 
could only be met by important figures. In the third/ninth century, three Turldsh offi- 
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cers serving the ‘Abbasid caliphs donated three such copies of the Qur'an comprising 
thirty juz\ These copies were intended to be seen even before being read; they reflected 
the central character of the revelation as well as the gesture made by the donators and 
their position within the community. This tradition of producing large copies of the 
Qur'an continued through the ages. The development of paper manufacturing tech¬ 
niques enabled even larger copies to be created, since parchment copies were restricted 
to the size of the animal skin used. Two examples reveal that the format of the manu¬ 
scripts was considered important by the princes: the largest Qur'an offered to the 
al-Aqsa mosque in Jerusalem was a gift from the Mamluk sultan Barsbay (ruled 
825/1422 to 841/1438); according to another tale, Timur scorned a miniature mushaf 
made for him by one calligrapher but subsequently waUced to the door of his palace to 
accept willingly another copy produced by the same artist which was so large it had to 
be transported by cart (Huart 1908). Just as the etiquette of the chancery dictated that 
the sovereigns’ letters be written in large format, so the copies of the Qur'an they com¬ 
missioned had to reflect the special requirements of their rank. Manuscripts of the 
Qur'an were also readily given as presents by one sovereign to another, although they 
were not necessarily of such large proportions. 

Copies which can be described as scholarly editions have also been identified; their 
more modest appearance suggests that they had no ceremonial function. They provide 
the reader with a text containing markers which refer to the variant readings (qirdat): 
this information is not normally included since any given mushaf is limited, in princi¬ 
ple, to following one reading. These “erudite” copies also often contained short tracts 
on the technical aspects, such as the different ways of dividing the Qur'anic text and 
the relative chronological positioning of the suras within the text of the revelation 
(Bobzin 1995; Bayani et al. 1999). Such information would only have been of interest 
to specialists in the field, whether they were engaged in teaching or learning. 


From Printed Editions to the Qur’an Online 

Printed copies of the Qur'an originated in the West where printing with movable type 
was introduced towards the middle of the fifteenth century. The first attempt at 
printing this Arabic text took place in Venice in around 1537 or 1538. The Paganini 
Press printed a copy of the Qur'an which was probably intended for sale in the East 
but contained so many errors that the print run was destroyed; only one copy has been 
preserved (Nuovo 1987). This episode occurred shortly before the first translation of the 
Qur'an was published in Basel in 1543; this was a copy of an old translation completed 
by Robert of Ketton (Bobzin 1995). The end of the seventeenth century saw 
the emergence of two editions of the Qur'an, in addition to several works containing 
extracts of various lengths (Bobzin 2002); the edition produced by the pastor 
Abraham Hinckelmann in Hamburg in 1694 contained only the Arabic text, while 
that published by Italian priest Ludovico Maracci in Padua in 1698 was accompanied 
by a translation and detailed commentary. These various editions demonstrate 
the development of Arabic studies in Europe. However, they were not suitable for a 
Muslim readership as they did not adhere to the specific rules governing the orthography 
of the Qur'an and did not follow any one of the variant readings in a coherent manner. 
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In 1787 in Saint Petersburg, the first Qur'an to be printed by a Muslim, Mollah 
Osman Isma'Il, was published, intended for fellow Muslims, It preceded the first Kazan 
editions (from 1803) by several years, which themselves pre-dated editions published 
in the East from the first half of the nineteenth century: Tehran (from 1244/1828), 
Shiraz (1830.?), Calcutta (1831), Serampore (1833), Tabriz (1248/1833), and so 
forth. These editions were lithographs, a process which enabled distinctive traits of 
Qur'anic manuscripts to be retained which the earlier letterpress copies from the West 
had disregarded. When letterpress editions are produced in Muslim countries, they will 
only be accepted if additional efforts are made within this long-standing tradition of 
written transmission to respect the traditional layout of the text, including even its 
catchwords.In the first half of the nineteenth century, Gustav Fliigel published an 
edition of the Qur'an in 1834 in Leipzig: this became an important date in the history 
of Arabic-Islamic studies in Europe. Despite its faults (dividing up the verses and 
failing to follow any one set of variant readings), this edition nevertheless provided a 
large number of readers with access to a reliable text: Western scientific studies referred 
to its verse numbering for a long time thereafter. Some years later, Eliigel published 
a concordance of the Qur'an which was an invaluable contribution to Islamic 
studies. 

The most significant event remains, however, the publication of an edition of the 
Qur'an in Cairo in 1342/1924 which was the result of a long preparation process by 
scholars from al-Azhar: these scholars focused upon one variant reading, that of Hafs 
an ‘Asim (Bergstrasser 1930). The text was based on the oral aspect of transmission, 
possibly aided by technical texts on recitation, the variant readings (qirdat), and so 
forth. Early manuscripts of the Qur'an were not talcen into account, but then few 
experts at this time were aware of the existence of the hijdzl style. This edition gained 
widespread popularity across the Muslim world and gradually replaced the Fliigel 
edition among academic researchers. In fact, this one reading eventually began to dom¬ 
inate over all other ones, with the result that this text can be considered something 
of a vulgate, without ever having been officially sanctioned except by the shaykhs of 
al-Azhar in Cairo. 

The possibilities offered by analogue disks and tapes have been exploited for making 
recordings of traditional recitations. In Cairo at the beginning of the 1960s, the 
supreme authority of al-Azhar made a recording of the entire text: there can be no 
doubt that this initiative influenced the Islamic world. Indeed, it may well have prepared 
the way for information technologies and computer-based techniques. As these tech¬ 
niques spread, the Qur'an discovered a new medium and new possibilities which 
traditional methods of transmission had failed to offer. The text became available on 
CD-RQM; such storage capacity enables access to a translation, commentary, or recita¬ 
tion along with the passage being displayed on the screen in Arabic. It is also possible 
to conduct research into the recorded texts. Similarly, this method has been used to 
provide access to the text of the earliest copies of the Qur'an in order to facilitate 
research into the history of the text (Deroche and Noja 1998, 2001). 

The Internet offers the same possibilities, with websites fulfilling the same function. 
The text can be consulted along with a translation or commentary; Internet users 
can even choose between different recitations. These developments have triggered 
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discussion among Muslims consulting these Internet resources; the immateriality of 
the various different electronic versions may well tie in with the concerns over purity 
expressed in verse 79 of sura 56, yet Q 96:4 (“God instructs man by means of 
the pens”) raises questions over the position of this new medium in relation to the 
revelation. 


Notes 

1 Text, generally found at the end of a manuscript, in which the copyist records details of his 
identity and his work: his name, the date, the location, his sponsor, etc. are all details which 
the copyist may (or may not) choose to include. Fake colophons may be added to an exist¬ 
ing manuscript or may accompany a copy, causing it to be considered a forgery. 

2 These are the manuscripts from Istanbul, Topkapi Sarayi HS 194, A 1, EH 1 and YY 749 
(formerly 4567), and the Museum of Turkish and Islamic Art, MSS 457 and 553. 

3 Singular form: codex; type of book made from sheets folded in half and assembled in one or 
several quires which are then stitched along the length of the fold. 

4 Literally: “from Hijaz,” a region to the North West of the Arabian Peninsula where the towns 
of Mecca and Medina are situated. 

5 These marks are placed in varying quantities above or below certain letters to identify homo¬ 
graphs; an unmarked set of characters within a word can have five, even six different mean¬ 
ings. This ambiguity is eradicated if the copyist has taken care to mark down aU diacritics 
correctly. 

6 Roll on which a text is written in columns of the same width, perpendicular to the direction 
of rolling. 

7 Letters of the text were written next to each other, with no significant spaces left between 
words. 

8 Also known as Eastern or Persian Kufic, Naskhi Kufic, or broken cursive. 

9 A scroll on which the text is written in lines, parallel to the direction of rolling. On some 
scrolls of the Qur’an, the text is arranged so as to resemble various forms or figures. 

10 Script specific to the Muslim West or Maghreb region. 

11 One of the five daily prayers which takes place in the middle of the afternoon. 

12 In a manuscript, the first word written on the recto of one leaf is repeated at the bottom of 
the verso of the preceding leaf; this process helps to keep pages of the manuscript in the 
correct order. 
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CHAPTER 12 


Context: Muhammad 

Herbert Berg 


For many scholars the connections between Muhammad and the Qur'an are so obvious 
and intimate that they need no examination. For Muslims, the passages of the Qur'an 
were revealed at specific times and places, and though they are understood to be 
“eternal,” they were relevant to the situation of Muhammad and his community in 
Mecca and Medina. Furthermore, Muhammad, as God’s chosen messenger, best under¬ 
stood the Qur'an and best exemplified its teachings. Therefore, the context of the 
Qur'an is the life of Muhammad. Even for many secular scholars,^ because they claim 
that the biography of Muhammad was produced much later, the Qur'an serves as the 
sole trustworthy source for gleaning details of Muhammad’s biography. All the import¬ 
ant and critical moments in Muhammad’s life are addressed or alluded to within the 
Qur'an. Consequently, to understand Muhammad you must understand the Qur'an 
and vice versa. While the trust in the extant sources varies, Muslim and most secular 
scholars, it will be seen, largely agree on the intimate nature of the relationship 
between Muhammad and the Qur'an, 

This intimacy is seemingly supported by a wealth of material. The Qur'an addresses 
itself directly to the “messenger,” at times even using the name “Muhammad.” The 
biography of Muhammad, the sIm, not only provides a context for many revelations, 
but also describes the process of revelation - particularly for the first revelation. Natu¬ 
rally, the sunna of the prophet, the conduct or example of Muhammad, also contains 
many hadiths (reports) in which Muhammad references the Qur'an, As well, there is a 
genre of hadiths known as the asbdb al-nuzul that purport to provide the exact circum¬ 
stances under which specific revelations came to Muhammad. Furthermore, some 
hadiths also contain Muhammad’s own exegesis of the Qur'an (tafslr). Thus, to raise 
doubts about Muhammad’s relationship with the Qur'an is considered absurd by many 
scholars, Muslim and non-Muslim alike. 

While this chapter will not dispute that the figure of Muhammad and the text of the 
Qur'an are intimately connected, it will suggest that the nature of that connection is 
much more complex than either the traditional Muslim view (that sees Muhammad as 
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the pure vessel through which God conveyed His message to the rest of humanity) 
or the more secular view (that usually sees Muhammad as the conscious or uncon¬ 
scious source of the revelations). A third, far more skeptical view presents a radically 
different understanding of the connection between Muhammad and the Qur’an. In all 
cases, however, the way one views that connection dictates and is dictated by one’s basic 
approach to the sources, that is, to what extent (or even, whether) the purportedly his¬ 
torical material is to be trusted. Thus, what Muslim scholars and the most sanguine 
and the most skeptical secular scholars share is that their arguments seem circular to 
those who disagree with them. 

To navigate through these complexities, I will examine what the Qur’an and early 
Muslim sources such as the sJm say about the process of revelation of the Qur’an to 
Muhammad, what the Qur’an specifically says about Muhammad, and then what 
Muhammad says about the Qur’an. This will lead to a discussion of Muhammad’s role 
in the production of the Qur’an, particularly the various theories proposed by some 
secular scholars. Finally, the nature of the connection will be re-examined in light of 
more radical scholarship on the Qur’an and on Muhammad. It will be impossible to 
discuss all the research and hypotheses developed about Muhammad and the Qur’an 
in the last 1,400 years (or even the last 100 years). Therefore, I will select only a few 
typical representatives from each of the three major approaches, but they will ade¬ 
quately highlight the methodologies involved and the obstacles encountered in trying 
to malce a definitive statement about the relationship between Muhammad and the 
Qur’an. 


The Revelation(s) of the Qur’an to Muhammad 

There are two ways of approaching the subject of how revelations of the Qur’an came 
to Muhammad. While the Muslim understanding and the secular scholarly theories 
differ somewhat, ultimately they are not that different in their approach and sources, 
and so their descriptions are not as divergent as it first appears. 

The formulation of al-SuyutI (d. 911/1505) is an example of a typical Muslim 
account. This approach talces into account material from the Qur’an, the sunna, and 
the sIra, and attempts to create a consistent whole out of them, Al-SuyutI states that 
the Qur’an was revealed in two phases. In the first, it descended from the preserved 
tablet {lawh al-mahfuz) to the lowest heavens on the night of power {laylat al-qadr). 
From there it was revealed to Muhammad via Gabriel in stages starting in 610 ce and 
ending shortly before his death in 632 (al-Suyutl 1951: I, 89-92). This explains or 
harmonizes passages such as Q 17:106, 25:32, 76:23, and 87:6-7 with 2:185 and 
97:1-5. 

As for the means of revelation, this oft-cited hadith explains: 

‘A’isha related that al-IErith b. Hisham asked the messenger of God, “Messenger of God, 
how does the revelation (wahy) come to yon?” The Messenger of God replied, “Sometimes 
it comes like the ringing of a bell: it is the hardest on me. Then it passes from me after I 
have grasped what it said. Sometimes the angel appears to me as a man. He speaks to me 
and I grasp what he says.” (al-Bukhari 1987:1, 58-9, no. 2). 
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The hadlth concurs with the various processes of revelation that seem to be outlined in 
Q 42:51, “It is not fitting for a man that God should speak to him except by wahy, or 
from behind a veil, or by the sending of a messenger to reveal (yuhiya), with His per¬ 
mission what He wills.” The sunna and sira consistently identify the “messenger” as 
Gabriel, and this conforms to Q 2:97, “Gabriel. .. brings down the [revelation] to your 
heart by God’s wUl.” 

The accounts of the first revelation provide the longest description of the revelation 
process. The information comes primarily from the biography of Muhammad as 
recorded in al-Tabari’s (d. 310/923) Ta’rlkh and the Sira of Ibn Hisham (d. 218/833) 
(both of which, especially the latter, rely on the accounts transmitted by Ibn Ishaq [d. 
150/767]). These accounts are, at first glance, quite straightforward, but far more 
complex upon closer examination. 

Muhammad was forty (or forty-three) when he received his first revelation. He is said 
to have engaged in an annual devotional practice that Involved remaining for a month 
in a cave on nearby Mt. Hirak On one such occasion in the year 610 ce, the angel Gabriel 
appeared and said, “Muhammad, recite (iqray.” Muhammad replied, “I cannot recite 
(or read).” Gabriel repeats his command and Muhammad repeats that he is unable 
to read. Then, Gabriel accosts Muhammad and again repeats, “Muhammad, recite!” 
Now, Muhammad responds, “What shall I recite.?” With this, the first passage from the 
Qur’an is revealed; 

Recite in the name of the Lord who creates. He creates man from a clot of blood. Recite: 

And you Lord is the Most Bountiful, He who teaches by the pen, teaches man what he 

knew not. (Q 96:1-5) 

When Muhammad recited it, Gabriel left.^ 

According to the most detailed account of this event, Muhammad had this vision 
while he was asleep, for after Gabriel’s departure, he woke up. Therefore, this 
vision seems to have been a dream, but one which left the recited words “written on his 
heart.” In the more detailed version of al-'rabari (1879-1901), Muhammad feared the 
experience, thinking that he might be a poet or a man possessed hy jinn (i.e., a madman). 
And, since he despised these, he considered throwing himself down the mountain. But 
he was reassured by a voice from heaven, “Muhammad you are the messenger of God, 
and I am Gabriel.” He looked up and saw Gabriel in the form of a man with his feet on 
the horizon. This encounter was apparently not convincing, since Muhammad later told 
Khadlja his wife that he was either a poet or a madman, and remained anxious until 
reassured that he was not by his wife’s Christian cousin, Waraqa. 

W. Montgomery Watt, who would be a representative of a secularist view on 
these matters, accepts much of this account. He suggests, however, that originally 
Muhammad thought his visions to be of God, not Gabriel - a view that contradicts 
orthodox Muslim teaching. Citing the visions in Q 53:1-18, which contains the sen¬ 
tence ‘And suggested to his servant,” Watt argues that “his servant” must mean “God’s 
servant,” not “Gabriel’s servant,” and the grammar of the whole passage confirms his 
reading. Gabriel, Watt points out, is not even mentioned in the Qur an until Medinan 
passages. Following Richard Bell, he also suggests that iqra ’ and Qufdn come from the 
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Syriac qerydna, which denotes reciting sacred texts and came to mean “read” only later, 
perhaps in an effort to prove that Muhammad was illiterate and thus that the Qur'an 
was a m ir acle (Watt 1953: 46).^ 

Watt also accepts that Muhammad was afraid, for “[t]he fear of the near approach 
of the Divine has deep roots in Semitic consciousness” (Watt 1953: 51). Muhammad’s 
despair is also “real information about Muhammad,” though his purported thoughts 
of suicide seem unlilcely (Watt 1953: 50). Watt concludes: 

There is thus much uncertainty about the circumstances surrounding Muhammad’s call. 

Yet careful sifting of the earliest traditions leads to a general picture in which we may have 
a fair degree of confidence, even though many details, and especially the relative dates of 
the different features, must remain somewhat uncertain. (Watt 1953: 52) 

As for the means of revelation in general. Watt again sifts the Qur'an and hadlths to 
ascertain a general picture. Using Q 42:51 as an (auto)biographical and partially 
chronological account of Muhammad’s prophetic experience. Watt (again following 
Bell) suggests that wahy in this passage does not mean direct verbal communication 
or that Muhammad heard the passages. Rather they were suggested, prompted, or 
inspired, which was the work of the spirit (mentioned in Q 26:192-4), The method 
accords with the first description given in the hadith related by ‘A'isha. However, the 
second method, spealdng from behind a veil, suggests a voice is heard, but there is no 
vision. The third method, which involves a messenger, accords with the second descrip¬ 
tion given in the hadith related by ‘A'isha. That “man” of course came to be understood 
as Gabriel. Watt suggests this method involved both a voice and a vision. From his 
reading of the Qur'an, Watt states that the first method was common in the Meccan 
period and the third in the Medinan period (though this later conception was read back 
onto earlier passages). 

Thus the critical, but ultimately sanguine approach of which Watt is just one of 
many representatives, suggests that the relationship between Muhammad and the 
Qur'an are very close: Muhammad’s “prophetic consciousness” can be understood as 
(1) entirely of divine origin (the Muslim position), (2) as a part of Muhammad’s per¬ 
sonality of which he was not conscious (the secular position), or (3) “the work of Divine 
activity, but produced through the personality of Muhammad” (the tolerant Christian 
position) (Watt 1953: 53). In each case, Muhammad is intimately involved in the 
revelation of the Qur'an. Thus, while Watt and al-SuyutI would obviously disagree on 
the source of the “prophetic consciousness,” ultimately if they both believe the truth is 
to be found within the textual sources, then it is hardly surprising that that “truth” 
is so similar. 


The Qur’an on Muhammad 

The close relationship between Muhammad and the Qur'an seems to be confirmed 
when one reads the Qur'an. Although direct references to Muhammad in the Qur'an 
are very few, that is, his name is used only four times, five times if one includes the vari¬ 
ation, Ahmad-Q 3:144; 33:40; 47;2; 48:29, and Q 61:6, respectively-there are about 
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two hundred references to “the messenger” in the Qur'an and about thirty to “the 
prophet.” Thus, a significant portion of the Qur'an is devoted to defining and defend¬ 
ing Muhammad’s position and authority and some addressed directiy to Muhammad. 

Watt points out that there is a development in what the Qur'an says about 
Muhammad. He is first conceived of as a warner (nadhir) in Meccan passages, with one 
of the earhest passages telling Muhammad to “rise and warn” (Q 74:2; Watt 1953: 71). 
Muhammad is also described as a messenger {rasiil), one in a long line of messengers 
sent by God. The term nabi, or prophet, however, was lilcely introduced later through 
Muslim contacts with Jews in Medina since the term is used primarily for prophets of 
the Jewish and Christian traditions of whom Muhammad is a continuation (Watt and 
Bell 1970: 28-9). In another Meccan passage (Q 88:21-2) the Qur'an states that 
Muhammad is an admonisher, not one who has control over people. Qnce in Medina, 
the Qur'an refers to Muhammad’s authority, telling believers to obey God and his mes¬ 
senger.^ Even more strongly stated is “Whoever obeys the messenger, obeys God” (Q 
4:80). Muhammad is also a judge: “We have sent down the book to you in truth so that 
can judge between the people on the basis of what God has shown you” (Q 4:105; Watt 
and Bell 1970; 29). 

Even from these few examples, it certainly seems that the biography of Muhammad 
had a significant impact on the content of the Qur'an. At times, the Qur'an’s rulings 
even appear to fit nicely with the desires of Muhammad.^ However, a more general 
example of the Qur'an’s response to events surrounding Muhammad can be seen in 
the opposition Muhammad faced before the hijm. The Qur'an repeatedly declares that 
Muhammad is not a soothsayer (kdhin), sorcerer (sdhir), possessed {hy a jinn), or a poet 
(shdjr).^ Eor Muslim scholars, that these claims were made by the pagan Meccans is 
obvious. It is referred to in the sJm. In fact, the accuser is the enemy of Muhammad, 
identified as al-Walld b. al-MughIra who plots to discredit Muhammad. He considers all 
of these accusations, but deems the charge of sorcerer to be most applicable. Then God 
revealed Q 74;ll-25, and concerning the men with him, Q 15;90 (Ibn Hisham n.d.: I, 
270-2). Muslim scholars would see this as confirmation of the purpose of serial reve¬ 
lation (that is, its parts were revealed when appropriate). Therefore, Muhammad’s biog¬ 
raphy and the circumstances of a revelation are useful tools for understanding the 
Qur'an. Eor Watt, too, this is part of a larger strategy of the Meccans to discredit 
Muhammad. The Meccans did not deny the divine source of Muhammad’s revelations, 
since each charge suggests a supernatural source for the revelations, but not God as 
the source (Watt 1953; 127-9). The fact that the Qur'an describes similar charges 
being leveled at Moses and Jesus by their enemies (as, for example, in Q 10; 76 and 61; 6) 
only shows how even revelations with no mention of Muhammad are frequently tied 
to Muhammad. 

What this brief discussion of the Qur'an’s development of Muhammad’s author¬ 
ity and the example of the connection between the contents of the Qur'an and 
Muhammad’s life seem to reveal is that the Qur'an serves as a reliable source for under¬ 
standing Muhammad. This position is succinctly stated by Alford T. Welch; 

A distinctive feature of the Qur’an that cannot be ignored if the Muslim scripture is to be 

understood fully is its close relationship to the life of Muhammad and his contemporaries. 

... [Tjhe Qur’an is a historical document that reflects the prophetic career of Muhammad 
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and responds constantly to the specific needs and problems of the emerging Muslim com¬ 
munity. It abounds in references and allusions to historical events that occurred during 
the last twenty or so years of Muhammad’s lifetime. (Welch 1980a: 626) 

Again, the relationship between Muhammad and the Qur’an as understood by 
scholars such as Watt or Welch is not that different than those of Muslim scholars such 
as al-Suyutl. Where they differ is on the source of the Qur’an: God versus a product of 
a mystical experience (Watt 1953: 57). However, while certainly more critical and less 
monolithic in their understanding, the overall conclusions of the scholars differs sur¬ 
prisingly little. 


Muhammad's Role in Shaping the Qur'an 

Traditional Muslim accounts provide several descriptions of the canonization of the 
Qur’an, which can be categorized in two ways. The first suggests that Muhammad’s 
successors Abu Bakr, ‘Umar, and/or ‘Uthman ordered the collation and canonization 
of the Qur’an. In this way Muhammad stands apart from the collection process. The 
second suggests that not only the content, but the form of the Qur’an was determined 
by God. Even the order of the siiras was divinely determined. In fact, towards the end 
of his life Muhammad is reported to have said that Gabriel came to review the Qur’an 
with him once a year.^ Presumably, Muhammad then essentially left a final version of 
the Qur’an behind which later Muslims needed only to commit to writing and preserve. 
Several secular scholars agree that Muhammad had a much more hands-on role in the 
production of the form and content of the Qur’an. 

Chronology of the suras has long been an important matter for Muslim scholars, par¬ 
ticularly for legal and theological reasons. The traditional Muslim dating relied 
primarily on the asbdb al-nuzul, the “occasions of revelation” (see below), and on 
statements made by later Muslim scholars of the Qur’an. European scholars have also 
attempted chronological orders for the Qur’an. These scholars (e.g., Theodor Noldeke 
[1909-38:1, 58-234]), unlike their Muslim counterparts, have examined the internal 
evidence of the Qur’an, subjecting it to the scrutiny of historical and literary criticism.^ 
The result of this work has won wide acceptance in Western academia and, perhaps 
not so surprisingly, also differs only in minor respects from Muslim chronologies. 

The traditional Muslim chronologies and the conventional European ones also share 
one major flaw; both regard the suras as whole entities (with only a few minor excep¬ 
tions). Even though some Muslim scholars accept the idea that the Qur’an was origin¬ 
ally revealed only as short pericopes, they then go on to assume that all, or at least most, 
of the pericopes of one sura were revealed at about the same time. 

In the 1930s, Richard Bell set about correcting these particular oversights, thereby 
developing his own chronology and with it, a far more complex hypothesis on 
Muhammad’s role in constructing the Qur’an. He began with an exacting analysis of 
each sura, and its dissection into its component parts. Shifts in the grammatical con¬ 
struction, rhyming scheme, or content of a passage were an indication of some sort of 
discontinuity in the passage. Bell describes part of his process as follows: 
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[The passages of the Qur’an] begin by stating their occasion; a question is asked, the un- 
behevers have said or done something, something has happened, or some situation has 
arisen. The matter is dealt with shortly, in usually not more than three of four verses; at 
the end comes a general statement, often about AUah, which rounds off the passage. Once 
we have caught the hit of Qur’an style it becomes fairly easy to separate the surahs into 
separate pieces of which they have been built up. (Watt and Bell 1970; 73) 


This method suggested to BeU that almost all suras originally consisted of numerous 
separate passages and only rarely was there evidence of a unified composition of any 
great length.® Just as there may be no connection of subject between these passages of 
one sura, so too no connection of time may be assumed. 

BeU (1937-9:1, vi) further suggested “that the Qur’an was in written form when 
the redactors [Zayd b. Thabit et al.] started their work, whether actually written by 
Muhammad himself, as I personally believe, or by others at his dictation. Thus Bell 
also considered all the possibilities for confusion in written documents, including cor¬ 
rections, interlinear additions, additions on the margin, deletions, substitutions, pieces 
cut off from a passage and wrongly placed, and unrelated passages written on the back 
of others but read continuously. It is due to this process (and to the fact that revelations 
were received on the whole as short pieces that were later put together), rather than 
confusion in Muhammad’s (or God’s) thought and style, that resulted in what Bell calls 
the “dreary welter of the Qur’an” (Bell 1937-9:1, vi). 

Bell also considered content, style, and vocabulary as a guide, recognizing (like 
Noldeke) that certain words and phrases belonged to certain periods of teaching or con¬ 
troversy. For instance. Bell made a resolute attempt not to read into any passage or word 
more than it actually said, setting aside the views of Muslim commentators, which 
appeared to have been influenced by later theological developments. Bell recognized 
that once a word had been introduced, it tended to persist. Thus only words and 
phrases that could be linked to definite events could be used as indications of date. With 
these techniques alone. Bell would still have been unable to date much of the Qur’an; 
he could have only dated a few passages relative to one another, while categorizing the 
vast majority simply as Meccan or Medinan. However, Bell used one more criterion for 
dating passages of the Qur’an - the sequence of ideas in the Qur’an. 

Briefly, this sequence is as follows; Muhammad’s mission began with the limited 
purpose of urging the local Meccans to recognize God’s bounties in creation and to 
worship Him alone. However, the resistance and indifference of the Meccans led to the 
incorporation of the notion of temporal punishment. With the acquisition of informa¬ 
tion about the other monotheistic traditions, the idea of eschatological punishment was 
introduced along with a stricter monotheism. This resistance developed into open oppo¬ 
sition and persecution until Muhammad and his followers emigrated to Medina. Once 
there, the revelations to Muhammad also appealed to the People of the Book to accept 
Muhammad as a messenger of God. With their opposition came a turning point; the 
People of the Book were rejected and the religion of islam, the surrender to God, was 
introduced with its accompanying vocabulary (e.g., hariif, muslim, and so forth). With 
these major events and ideas as guides, BeU was able to place most passages in and 
around them. 
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Thus understood, Bell felt that the Qur'an must be final authority in all questions 
regarding Muhammad. The smm and sJra regarding his doings and sayings are so 
profuse with pious legend that it is impossible to distinguish the historical from the spu¬ 
rious. (Yet, Bell still connected the passages of the Qur'an with events in Muhammad’s 
life - a method which obviously employs the chronological framework of Muhammad’s 
life provided by the sim.) The historical authority of the Qur'an derives from the fact 
that for Bell the revelations to Muhammad were a natural outcome of the culture, 
mind, and life of Muhammad, who given his situation, happened to interpret them as 
being sent down from God. Bell saw the Qur'an not only as created by Muhammad, but 
he also felt Muhammad had a great deal to do with the compiling and editing of the 
s«ras.“ 

Bell argues that the composition of the Qur'an fell into three main periods: 

1 an early period from which only fragments survive consisting mainly of lists 
of “signs” and exhortations to the worship of God; 

2 the Qur'an period, covering the latter part of Muhammad’s activity in Mecca, 
and the first year or two of his residence in Medina, during which he was 
attempting to produce a qufdn (that is, a “recitation”) in Arabic containing 
the gist of previous revelations; 

3 the Book period, beginning somewhere near the end of the second year in 
Medina, during which Muhammad is definitely producing a kitdb (that is, a 
“book” that would be an independent revelation) (Bell 1937-9:1, vi). 

W. Montgomery Watt continued much of Bell’s work, including re-editing and adapt¬ 
ing Bell’s Introduction to the Qur’an (1970). His analysis of Muhammad’s biography and 
“prophetic consciousness” as depicted in the Qur'an is based on similar principles (even 
if he disagrees with Bell on some of the details). 

As radical as the hypotheses of Bell seem, they still assume the overall historicity of 
the Muslim account of Muhammad’s life and the development of the Muslim commu¬ 
nity. That is to say, scholars such as Bell certainly disagree with the traditional view and 
present hypotheses that some Muslims might find offensive by suggesting that the illit¬ 
erate prophet had a hand in writing the Qur'an. However, he still accepts that the 
historical kernel buried within the conflicting reports can be discovered. Thus, whether 
one accepts the traditional depiction(s) of the canonization of the Qur'an, or one 
accepts Bell’s variation (or something lilce it: see e.g.. Burton 1977: 225-32), once 
again the conclusion seems to be that Muhammad had an intimate role in producing 
the text of the Qur'an, 


Muhammad on the Qur’an 

If the early sources can be trusted, even in part, then we should have a wealth of infor¬ 
mation that can shed even more light on the relationship between Muhammad and the 
Qur'an. The most likely source of that information should be the sunna of the prophet, 
or the example or conduct of Muhammad. A frequent command in the Qur'an is “Qbey 
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God and his messenger.” To obey God, is to obey His words as preserved in the Qur'an. 
To obey the messenger, at least since his death, is to obey Muhammad’s example and 
words as preserved in the sunna. The sunna, at least since the end of the formative period 
of Islam, is preserved in the form of hadiths or short reports or anecdotes of what 
Muhammad said or did. Each “authentic” hadith normally has two parts, a main (the 
actual report) preceded by an isndd (a chain of transmitters linking the person who ulti¬ 
mately recorded the report to Muhammad). It is this isndd that guarantees its authen¬ 
ticity.^^ As we shall see below, it is one’s trust in the isndd-system that determines one’s 
approach to the early sources on Muhammad and the Qur'an. And that approach is 
absolutely critical to one’s understanding of the relationship between Muhammad and 
the Qur'an. 

As it turns out, the sunna is not a very useful source for information on this rela¬ 
tionship. When one considers the function of the sunna, the reason for this becomes 
apparent. The two most important sources for Islamic law, the sharVa, are the Qur'an 
and the sunna. The Qur'an contains relatively little strictly legal material. Thus, in terms 
of quantity, the sunna is the main source of Islamic law.^^ It is also a source of law that 
is largely independent of the Qur'an, 

There are two types of sunna that are important exceptions to this principle. One 
is tafsir (or Qur'anic exegesis) by Muhammad, and another is asbdb al-nuzul which 
purport to provide the circumstances under which certain passages were revealed to 
Muhammad. Although not part of the sunna, the sira or biography of Muhammad, also 
often comes in the form of hadiths. It is the sira, from which the description of the first 
revelation and Bell’s framework are drawn. Surprisingly, therefore, neither tafsir, asbdb 
al-nuzul, nor sira yields much useful information either. 


The Tafsir of Muhammad 

The most authoritative tafsir, or commentary of the Qur'an, is that of Muhammad. 
For instance, it is reported about the most prolific early exegete ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abbas 
(d. ca. 68/687): 

When asked about something concerning the Qur’an, if it was in the Qur’an, he reported 
it. If it was not in the Qur’an, but there was [something relevant] from the messenger of 
God, he reported it. And if there was nothing in the Qur’an or from the messenger of God 
[concerning it], but there was from Abu Bakr and ‘Umar, he reported it. And if there was 
nothing from them, he offered [ijtahada] his opinion. (Ibn Sa'd 1975:11, 266) 

Therefore, it seems that this material would be the most obvious place to start looking 
for Muhammad’s understanding of, and relationship to, the Qur'an. 

However, as is clear from even a cursory examination of collections of exegesis, 
such as al-Tabari’s Tafsir, or al-Bukharl’s (d. 256/870) section on tafsir in his Sahih, 
Muhammad is not particularly important to the Qur'an’s exegesis. There are just under 
500 hadiths fisted in the latter. Many of these 500 cite an authority other than 
Muhammad, such as Ibn ‘Abbas and many others are sunply asbdb al-nuzul (see below) 
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which provide a context but do not contain any explanation of the verse by Muhammad 
(see, e.g., al-Bukharl 1987: VI, 431, with hadiths on Q 15:90-1). With over 6,000 
verses in the Qur’an, clearly the tafsir of Muhammad is a meager resource - despite the 
purported practice of Ibn ‘Abbas. This fact is also confirmed in al-Tabari’s collection of 
exegetical hadiths. Of his 38,397 hadiths, less than 10 percent cite Muhammad, and 
those that do rarely contain an explanation by Muhammad. Rather, these hadiths are 
often asbdb al-nuzul or even material drawn from the sira. 

As a result, if we wish to understand Muhammad and his understanding of the 
Qur’an’s passages, then we must turn to other sources, to those which specifically claim 
to explain the circumstances of Muhammad when a certain passage was revealed or 
to the biography of Muhammad. 


Asbab al-nuzul 

Asbdb al-nuzul or, causes or occasions of revelation, are a type of hadith which purport 
to provide the situation which provoked a particular passage of the Qur’an to be 
revealed. Since Muhammad must have been involved in most of these situations or at 
the very least aware of them, in theory the asbdb al-nuzul should provide insights into 
how revelations came to Muhammad. Often according to the evidence of the asbdb al- 
nuzul, revelations came in response to questions addressed to Muhammad. Whether 
events surrounding Muhammad or specific questions addressed to Muhammad, asbdb 
al-nuzul presuppose a close relationship between the events of Muhammad’s life and 
the revelation of the Qur’an. 

In theory, especially as suggested by al-SuyutI, asbdb al-nuzul can clarify legal issues: 
for example, whether a ruling is general or specific (to a person or event) or possibly the 
abrogation of one Qur’anic verse by another (al-SuyutI 1951:1, 61-72; Rippin 1985). 
John Wansbrough suggests that the purpose of asbdb al-nuzdl is, therefore, primarily to 
provide “a chronology of revelation” (Wansbrough 1977: 141-2 and 177-85). In 
other words, their function is to provide a chronological framework for apparently 
related Qur’anic passages (though not a systematic one incorporating the whole of the 
Qur’an). 

There are, however, several problems with this. First, it is possible for several pas¬ 
sages from different sums of the Qur’an to be revealed in response to the same event or 
question. How these passages subsequently became separated into sums with different 
contexts and theoretically revealed at different times is problematic. Second, it is also 
common for several asbdb al-nuzul to be adduced for a single Qur’anic passage. Third, 
asbdb al-nuzul suggest that many Qur’anic passages were revealed as small units, even 
as isolated single verses. These isolated verses, however, now appear in the Qur’an 
within larger contexts, the rest of which does not seem applicable to the situation. The 
example noted above of the revelation of Q 74:11-25 and 15:90 in response to al-Walld 
b. al-Mughlra’s plot to discredit Muhammad demonstrates some of these problems. 
The material certainly seems contradictory, and at the very least malces discerning 
Muhammad’s role(s) in fashioning a particular passage of the Qur’an extremely 
difficult. 
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A more plausible explanation for the complexity of the asbab al-nuzul material comes 
from Andrew Rippin, who investigated the literary techniques used within asbab al- 
nuzul in hopes of discerning their function. He asserts: 

[T]he essential role of the material is found in haggadic exegesis: that is, the sabab func¬ 
tions to provide an interpretation of the verse within a basic narrative framework. I would 
tentatively trace the origins of this material to the context of the qussds, the wandering 
story-tellers, and pious preachers and to a basically popular religious worship situation 
where such stories would prove both enjoyable and edifying. (Rippin 1988: 19) 

Although Rippin focuses primarily on the exegetical techniques employed in the 
asbab al-nuzul (such as, lexical clarilication usually with glosses, masoretic clarilication 
including variant readings, narrative expansion including ta 'yin al-mubham or identi¬ 
fying the unknown, and contextual definition to ameliorate what has been called the 
Qur'an’s “referential style”), his conclusions also neatly explain the vastness and unsys¬ 
tematic nature of the asbab al-nuzul. As such, these asbab al-nuzul tell us very little about 
Muhammad or even the Qur'an in Muhammad’s time. Rather, they merely indicate 
how later Muslims, particularly the qurra, understood or worked with Qur'anic verses. 


The STra of Muhammad 

Although not considered asbab al-nuzul, the biography of Muhammad, the sJra, seems 
to fulfill many of the same functions and often comes in the same form. In other words, 
it comes in the form of hadiths - reports preceded with isndds. But more importantly, 
the sIra, like the asbab al-nuzul, provides information about when particular passages 
were revealed. Again there is inconsistency. 

The Sira of Muhammad contains surprisingly little material from which to discover 
Muhammad’s revelatory experiences or interpretation of the Qur'an. The most signif¬ 
icant passages which do are the descriptions of the first revelation on Mt. Hira'. As noted 
above, there is some inconsistency about that event. However, the problems with the 
descriptions are far greater than those noted by Watt. 

Gregor Schoeler represents scholars who maintain that historical materials can be 
discerned within the sIra and the sunna. Schoeler has argued that the second genera¬ 
tion of Muslims were the first Muslims to concern themselves with gathering reports 
about the prophet, which they did, naturally, from the first generation of Muslims. 
'Urwa b. Zubayr (d. ca. 93/711) best exemplifies this activity and though he recited 
his material from memory, he possessed at least some written materials. In the second 
half of the first hijrl century, there was still a timidity about recording in writing any 
religious material other than the Qur'an. The most important student in 'Urwa b. 
Zubayr’s Medinan historical school was al-Zuhrl (d. 124/742). Schoeler suggests that 
al-Zuhrl used notes as mnemonic aids and notebooks for his students to copy. Only in 
the next generation of scholars, such as Ibn Ishaq, were biographical reports about 
Muhammad regularly committed to writing, Ibn Ishaq, of course, collected accounts 
of Muhammad’s life and produced a structured narrative, a sira. His book is lost, but 
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his students further redacted it and preserved it in several forms. By comparing 
the various extant forms, Schoeler believes he can reconstruct earlier versions of the 
reports. Schoeler's method involves the comparison of traditions that share an early 
transmitter and searching for similarities in wording, meanings, and ordering of motifs 
in hopes of discerning the transmitter’s recension. Having applied this technique, 
Schoeler suggests that at least the main features of some reports of about Muhammad’s 
time in Medina are accurate and correctly transmitted (Schoeler 1996: 166). In so 
doing, Schoeler has simply developed a far more sophisticated and rigorous metho¬ 
dology to do what Bell and Watt had attempted to do. 

It is in his attempt to support his argument, however, that Schoeler deals with an 
issue critical to the understanding of Muhammad’s relationship to the Qur'an, Schoeler 
examines the reports about Muhammad’s first revelation to trace their transmission 
from the (probable) first reporter to their final redaction in extant works. By compar¬ 
ing the relevant traditions in various extant collections by Ibn Hisham, al-Tabarl, ‘ Abd 
al-Razzaq (d. 211/827), Ibn Sa‘d (d. 230/845), al-Bukharl, Muslim (d. 261/875) and 
al-TirmidhI (d. 279/892) whose isndds fist al-Zuhrl as transmitter, Schoeler attempts to 
discover the original archetype of the report circulated by al-Zuhrl. Similar compar¬ 
isons are attempted for his informant, ‘Urwa, and the latter’s informant, ‘A'isha. 
Schoeler suggests that an al-Zuhrl archetype can be postulated for some, but not all 
hadiths. ‘Urwa is the lilcely source of the report, but his son Hisham transmitted a com¬ 
plete version while his student al-Zuhrl redacted it. However, though it is not impossi¬ 
ble that ‘A'isha would have spoken to her nephew about such matters, her absence from 
some isndds implies that these traditions reached ‘Urwa from another source, and later 
transmitters repaired the isndd (that is, extended it back to someone who actually knew 
Muhammad). Schoeler also examines another subset of traditions, those which are 
transmitted by Ibn Ishaq from Wahb b. Kaysan from ‘Ubayd b. ‘Umayr. Despite some 
significant variations, Schoeler again sees a uniform text as the source for the 
three extant versions, and so the original by Ibn Ishaq can be reconstructed. A com¬ 
parison of the Ibn Ishaq traditions with those of al-Zuhrl reveals that certain motifs 
have different details and some motifs are unique to al-Zuhrl, whereas Ibn Ishaq’s are 
distinguished by the presence of more detail and narrative accessories. But since the 
two sets of traditions strongly resemble each other in their main motifs and sequence, 
Schoeler argues that both originally had the same source. The motifs were likely com¬ 
bined in the first hijrl century and emerged within the Zubayrid family, ‘Urwa cleansed 
the report of its story-teller {qdss) elements, reworking it into hadith-format. Based on 
the biographical information and the isndds, the original report is that of the qdss, 
‘Ubayd b. ‘Umayr who built the story out of various components while with the 
Zubayrid court. Significant changes were still introduced afterward: it was paraphrased, 
shortened, adorned, and rearranged. These changes decreased as time progressed, but 
came to an end with the redactions of Ibn Hisham and al-'Tabarl (Schoeler 1996: 
59-117). 

More skeptical scholars might question the validity of Schoeler’s attempt to recon¬ 
struct hypothetical early sources from later extant texts - a project predicated on the 
assumption that the isndd contains historically reliable information. Nevertheless, 
Schoeler’s own example shows that for even the most critical report about Muhammad 



context: MUHAMMAD 199 


and the Qur'an, that is, the first revelation of the Qur'an, we cannot be certain that 
any part of it is accurate - despite its production during (or close to) the lifetime of 
people who had lived with Muhammad. 


The Qur’an's Role in Shaping the Biography of Muhammad 

What the depictions of Muhammad and the Qur'an by Bell, Watt and others share is 
that they ultimately see a close and intimate relationship between Muhammad and the 
revelation. The Qur'an can only be understood in light of the biography of Muhammad. 
However, since the beginning of the twentieth century many Western scholars have 
doubted the authenticity of the biographical traditions about Muhammad’s life found 
in the sira. At least some of the sira may be a product of speculation on apparently bio¬ 
graphical references in the Qur'an. The most skeptical (and thus far still considered the 
most radical) understanding of the relationship between Muhammad and the Qur'an 
is that of John Wansbrough. 

After examining the structure of the Qur'an, Wansbrough suggested that the 
Qur'an is not a product of “deliberate edition.” That is, the various Muslim and secular 
accounts of the canonization process are incorrect. He argues: 

Particularly in the exempla of salvation history, characterized by variant traditions, but also 
in passages of exclusively paraenetic or eschatological content, ellipses and repetition are 
such as to suggest not the carefully executed project of one or many men, but rather the 
product of an organic development from originally independent traditions during a long 
period of transmission. (Wansbrough 1977: 47) 

Wansbrough terms these independent pericopes “prophetical logia" which came to be 
seen as direct utterances of God (via Gabriel and Muhammad) but outside the canon 
of the Qur'an are reports about direct utterances from God. He proposes that these logia 
originated as separate collections with communities “essentially sectarian but within 
the mainstream of oriental monotheism,” that is, within a Judeo-Christian sectarian 
milieu (Wansbrough 1977: 50). In other words, not only is the traditional depiction of 
the collection of the Qur'an in the first two decades after Muhammad’s death incor¬ 
rect, but also the origin of those materials with a figure called Muhammad seems 
improbable. 

If Wansbrough’s hypothesis is correct, it would seem to sever the connection 
between Muhammad and the Qur'an. The ‘Arabian prophet” (to use Wansbrough’s 
term) had no connection to the contents of the Qur'an, for they originated in another 
milieu. However, that does not mean the connection is severed; rather, he has reversed 
the connection. As evidenced by the use of asbdb al-mzul and the sira, the traditional 
Muslim understanding has the Qur'an as rooted in the life and situation of their 
prophet. Western scholars such as Bell see the Qur'an as so connected to Muhammad 
that it is the only reliable source for the biographical details about his life. Wan¬ 
sbrough, on the other hand, argues that the biography of Muhammad (the “Muham¬ 
madan evangelium” as he calls it) represents a historicization of the logia. That is, 
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essentially anonymous material of the Qur'an is linked to the independent Arabian 
prophet. 

Lest one be tempted to think that Wansbrough presents merely a revised form of 
Bell’s claim that the Qur'an is a historical source, Wansbrough states: “The historical 
value of the Muslim scripture lies, it seems to me, not in its role as a source for the 
biography of Muhammad, but rather as source for the concepts eventually applied to 
composition of the Muslim theology of prophethood” (Wansbrough 1977; 56). 

The relationship between the evangelium and the logia is ambivalent. At times 
the former serves as a narrative exegesis of the logia, but at other times the exegesis 
seems independent of the latter with Qur'anic verses arbitrarily assigned to narrative 
accounts. In general, the narrative exegesis uses connected or isolated Qur'anic pas¬ 
sages as an outline for the narrative, or simply employs the diction and imagery of pas¬ 
sages from the Qur'an, or the passages are simply paraphrased (Wansbrough 1978: 
1-49). In this way the Qur'an was a source of concepts, but not historical facts. Not 
surprisingly, therefore, the Qur'an does seem to confirm the biographical details of 
Muhammad’s life. And, the Qur'an and Muhammad (at least his biography - the surma 
is another matter) are intimately connected. 

Thus, the apparently overwhelming evidence of the close connections between 
Muhammad and the Qur'an is not what it appears to be. For instance, the accusations 
of soothsaying, sorcery, poetry, and possession leveled at Muhammad reveal the 
arbitrariness of the dating system. Q 74 is one of the earliest Meccan suras, Q 15 one 
of the latest. The story in the sira simply connects keywords from the Qur'an and 
historicizes them in a narrative account. Note also that these keywords were incorpo¬ 
rated into the story of the first revelation - not as an accusation, but as part 
of Muhammad’s own doubts. (And so the Qur'an’s verses were read by the inventor of 
that account as reassurance to Muhammad that he was not a poet or possessed.) As 
these two examples seem to show, “[tjhematic and exemplary treatment of prophet- 
hood in the Qur'an was reformulated in the evangelium (sunna/sira) as the personal 
history of Muhammad” (Wansbrough 1977: 65). The fact that messengers of God are 
often accused of such supernatural influences, demonstrates that Ibn Ishaq’s key 
concern was not historicity, but faithfulness to the traditional Judeo-Christian concept 
of prophethood. 

What of the ubiquitous references to Muhammad and the messenger of God in 
the Qur'an.? Wansbrough suggests, “That Q 33:40 contains one of four occurrences 
in scripture of the name Muhammad suggests a particular polemic, in which not 
only the credentials but also the identity of the Arabian prophet was in dispute” 
(Wansbrough 1977: 64). 

Conclusions 

The descriptions of the relationship between Muhammad and the Qur'an put forth by 
Muslim and sanguine secular scholars is clearly at odds with that put forth by skepti¬ 
cal scholars. The issue centers on how much the sources for the formative period of 
Islam, primarily the Qur'an, sIra, and sunna can be relied upon for historical informa- 
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tion, that is to say, “what really happened.” While clearly there is as much dis¬ 
agreement among secular scholars as there is between the traditional Muslim accounts 
and these scholars, one thing is clear. Even scholars such as Schoeler, who tried to 
demonstrate that the sim contains a discernible authentic kernel, finds that some 
of the most key passages about the revelation of the Qur’an to Muhammad are 
problematic. 

So, while at first glance there may seem to be a wealth of material from which to 
reconstruct Muhammad’s relationship with the Qur’an, none of that material is as 
certain as it appears. Much depends on one’s faith in the isndd. If one believes that isndds 
contain (some) historical information, then sunna (especially, prophetic tafsir and asbdb 
al-nuzul hacHths) and the sira can yield much, as the work of Bell and Watt, for example, 
tries to demonstrate. However, to the more skeptical scholars, these more sanguine 
scholars are hardly more historiographically sophisticated than the theologically moti¬ 
vated Muslim scholars. Both assume that the literary sources reflect actual events, or 
“what really happened.” The Muslim position generally assumes that the sources are 
an unselfconscious and transparent reflection of the events, whereas the secular posi¬ 
tion sees them as tendentially shaped and translucent. The similarity of the conclusions 
drawn by both should not be thought of as an emerging consensus about what really 
happened, but rather an emerging convergence based upon similar approaches to the 
sources (which claim to state what really happened). 

If one does not trust the sources, the isndds, the entire edifice begins to collapse. What 
we are left with is not so much a wealth of material describing (or at least providing 
evidence from which we can reconstruct) Muhammad’s relationship with the 
Qur’an. Instead, we have a wealth of material from which we can reconstruct what 
Muslims (particularly those Muslims who a century or so later preserved the material) 
believed Muhammad’s relationship with the Qur’an to have been. This, of course, is 
historically valuable too. However, for many it is frustrating, for it does not allow us 
to fall into that comfortable genetic fallacy that scholars share with fundamen¬ 
talists: that the origins provide “essence” or “purity” and so matter far more than the 
development. 

What all three groups of scholars (i.e., the Muslim theological, the secular but san¬ 
guine, and the secular but skeptical) share is a kind of tautology. The sources do not 
evince evidence of God’s revelation of the Qur’an to Muhammad until one has assumed 
it; the sources do not evince evidence of Muhammad’s role in the production of the 
Qur’an until one has assumed it; and the sources do not evince the Qur’an’s role in 
the construction of the figure of Muhammad until one has assumed it. Qbviously, these 
three positions are mutually exclusive and so it would be extremely useful to be able to 
discern which one is the correct position. The question is, “how.?” The difficulty remains 
with the nature of our sources. The Qur’an, the slra, the sunna are documents; 

Documents grow in worlds and are part of those worlds; they do not materialize out of the 
ether. The significance and function of the document - at least as conceived by those ini¬ 
tially responsible for it - is as a piece of a functional contribution to the world of which it 
is a part. And that world, while partially constituted by the document itself, cannot simply 
be extracted from ... [it] by inference. (Arnal 2001: 97) 
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What is missing then is the concrete political, societal, and economic context(s) in 
which these documents developed. This kind of information must come from sources 
other than the Qur’an, the sIra, the sunna - archeology, for instance. Thus, the advan¬ 
tage of the skeptical, secular approach to Islamic origins and to the more specific 
question of the relationship of the figure of Muhammad (as presented in various doc¬ 
uments) to the (document of) the Qur’an is not that it is more convincing or produces 
more “facts.” Compared with the other two approaches, not only does it produce less 
“facts,” but it even seems to destroy “facts.” Rather, the unique advantage of the skep¬ 
tical approach is that it recognizes documents for what they are and so employs 
methods of analysis appropriate for documents. 


Notes 

1 The use of the term “secular” is not meant to suggest that these scholars are devoid of the¬ 
ological agendas. Rather, a “secular” scholar is one whose research is not guided by Muslim 
theological motivations. The term, therefore, can include Western, non-Western, 
Muslim, and/or non-Muslim scholars. 

2 An alternate version of the first revelation states that after coming down from Mt. Hra’, 
Muhammad heard a voice calling him but could see nothing. Terror-stricken, he returned 
to Khadija who wrapped him in a cloak. Then “O you enveloped in your cloak, rise and 
warn!” (Q 74:1) was revealed to him. According to al-SuyutI (1951:1, 52-3), others claim 
that Surat al-fatiha was revealed first, and yet others that it was the basmala. 

3 Furthermore, the Qur’an mentions Gabriel in only two passages Q 2:97-98 and 66:4, with 
only the former mentioning his role as messenger. As Stefan Wild (1996: 147) points out, 
in the sira even Gabriel acting as the mediator between God and Muhammad is not consis¬ 
tent, and more direct speech may be implied with the expression qala Alldhu li-Muhammadln, 
“God said to Muhammad.” For problems with Q 42:51 and the concept of serial revelation 
see Wansbrough 1977: 34 and 38, respectively. Another gray area is the hadith al-qudsi. 
These hadiths in the sunm purport to be revelations to Muhammad, but are not in the 
Qur’an. They are understood not to be God’s words, but Muhammad’s wording of inspira¬ 
tion from God and not necessarily mediated by Gabriel. 

4 For example, Q 3:32, 3:132, 4:13, 4:59, 4:64, 4:69, 5:92, 8:20, 8:46, and 9:71. There are 
many variations on this theme too, such as that in Q 4:136, which says to believe in God 
and his Messenger. 

5 See for example, the Qur’anic ruling which permits a person to marry the divorced wife of 
an adopted son, thus allowing Muhammad to marry Zaynab, the divorced wife of Zayd 
b. Haritha (Q 33:37). See also Q 66:3-5 in which the prophet’s wives are divinely 
reprimanded. 

6 Q 6:7, 11:7, 15:6, 21:5, 26:27, 26:224, 34:43, 37:15, 37:36; 43:30, 44:14, 46:7, 51:39; 
51:52; 52:29-30, 54:2, 54:9, 68:2, 68:51, 69:41-42, 74:24, and 81:22. 

7 However, that year Muhammad was visited twice by Gabriel, which suggested to him that 
he would die soon. Al-'TabarT 1879-1901:1, 1140. 

8 This method included using references to known public events and, the vocabulary and style 
of the passages in order to date the suras. To give simple illustrations of how these three cri¬ 
teria were used to date passages, we need only look at some of the general distinctions 
between Meccan and Medinan passages: the qibla (that is, direction of prayer) controversy 



context: MUHAMMAD 203 


is an event which is known to have occurred after Muhammad’s prophetic claims had been 
rejected by the Jewish tribes of Medina; the introduction of words such as muhdjir (that is, 
emigrant) occurred only after Muhammad and his Meccan community had emigrated to 
Medina; and the early Meccan style of short, crisp, poetic revelations gave way to longer, 
more prosaic passages in Medina, especially in those dealing with the day-to-day rules and 
regulations of the Muslim community. The key word in this paragraph is “known.” We must 
ask, “How is it known.?” 

9 Even Muslim tradition, which assigns asbdb al-nuzM for passages consisting of only a few 
verses, seems to support the assumption that the unit of revelation to Muhammad was 
indeed quite short. 

10 This assumption on the part of Bell has some support in both the Qur’an and in the sunna. 
The Qur’an indicates in Q 6; 7 that the idea of producing a book on papyrus did at least 
enter Muhammad’s mind. In addition, suhuf (that is, separate, unbound sheets used for 
writing) are connected with revelation in Q 20;133; 53;37; 80; 13; 87:18, and 98;2. Finally, 
when the Qur’an replies to the accusation of being written down in Q 25;6-7, it does not 
deny the charge. There is also evidence that Muhammad kept some sort of written record 
and that some editing took place. 'Abd Allah b. Sa'd b. Abi Sarh is said to have been writing 
down a Meccan revelation (Q 23;12ff.) at Medina at Muhammad’s dictation. When he 
reached the end, Muhammad paused, the scribe interjected, “Blessed be God, the best of cre¬ 
ators.” Apparently when Muhammad adopted this interjection as the needed rhyme-phrase, 
the scribe became suspicious and later gave up Islam and returned to Mecca. For further 
details on these arguments see Watt and Bell 1970; 16-19. 

11 However, Bell certainly felt that Muhammad was sincere in his belief that the revelations to 
him were of a divine nature, and that Muhammad had no sinister motivations, nor any 
mental or medical deficiencies. Also, BeU assumed that the Qur’an essentially contained aU 
of Muhammad’s revelations and that the later compilers were quite assiduous in their col¬ 
lecting (or copying) of the Qur’an. This assumption is borne out by the varying and even 
contradictory passages preserved in the Qur’an. 

12 Sunna is a far more complex term. For a summary of the various theories about the devel¬ 
opment of the sunna and hadith, see Berg 2000; 6-64. 

13 Once again the reality is much more complex than this, but a discussion of the development 
of the sharia goes well beyond the scope of this chapter. 

14 Wansbrough (1987) cautions us about reading literature as history or treating texts as 
archeological sites. 
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CHAPTER 13 


Context: ‘Umar b. al-Khattab 

• • 


Avraham Hakim 


The basic foundations of Islamic law are the Qur'an, the holy book that formulates the 
written law, and the sunna, the oral law. Both are believed to originate from the prophet 
Muhammad, the Qur'an having been revealed to him by the angel Gabriel and the 
sunna having been formulated on his authority, 

Qur knowledge on these issues derives mainly from the Islamic traditions. For our 
purposes, these traditions are considered not as accounts of historical events but as 
texts that reflect the ideas, beliefs, and predilections of the scholars who produced 
and circulated them in the first era of Islam, roughly towards the turn of the first 
hijri century, the seventh/eighth century ce. These texts were provided with chains 
of transmitters that projected them backwards to the times of the founding fathers of 
Islam, Muhammad and his companions, considered to be the highest authorities on all 
Islamic issues. 

As regards the sunna, traditions sometimes attribute a law not only to Muhammad 
but also to one of his companions, resulting thus in a possible conflict of authority, since 
the companion’s law may contradict that of the prophet (Hakim 2003). As for the 
revelation of the Qur'an, it is believed that it is the privilege of Muhammad, and his 
alone. Only he, in his capacity as the prophet, can be addressed by God’s messenger, 
Gabriel, and given the book. 

However, a number of traditions pertaining to the excellence of the second “rightly- 
guided” caliph, 'Umar b. al-Khattab (ruled 13-23/634-644), describe him as an active 
partner in the revelation of the Qur'an, The circulation of such traditions may indicate 
that in early Islam there was an attempt to involve the head of the Islamic community 
in the revelation of the book, probably in order to magnify his image as a leader. 
Consequently, the image of the caliph came to be opposed to that of the prophet. This 
chapter is devoted to the description of several of these traditions, in which the images 
of the prophet and the caliph join in the issue of Qur'anic revelation. 
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Aiming at God's Mind 

In several traditions 'Umar’s involvement in Qur'anic revelation is illustrated by his 
ability to formulate a rule or talce a position on a certain issue according to the Qur an 
before the revelation on this same issue occurs. In other words, ‘Umar was granted 
the sublime ability to read God’s mind. In this context, the prophet is supposed to 
have said that when people spoke their mind on a matter and ‘Umar spoke his on that 
same matter, the Qur'an was revealed according to ‘Umar’s mind (Ibn Hanbal 1983:1, 
339-40, no. 488). Similarly, the famous early Qur'anic commentator Mujahid b. 
Jabr (d. ca, 104/723) is said to have stated that “when ‘Umar speaks his mind on a 
certain issue, the Qur'an is revealed accordingly” (Ibn Abl Shayba 1995: VI, 357, no. 
31971). Another tradition attributes to ‘All b. Abi Talib, the following impressive 
statement: “Indeed the Qur'an includes many of ‘Umar’s views” (Abu Nu'aym 1994: 
296-7, no. 98). AU these statements imply that several Qur'anic rulings, some of 
which will be described below, were fashioned on the basis of ‘Umar’s views, ideas, or 
utterances. 

The above statement by ‘All in praise of ‘Umar is by no means incidental and it is in 
need of some clarification. These two great companions of the prophet were fierce oppo¬ 
nents: traditions report that ‘All was denied the caliphate after the death of the prophet 
at ‘Umar’s instigation, and that the latter did his utmost in electing Abu Bakr to the 
highest office. The enmity that ensued between the two is well known (Madelung 1997: 
28-56). By having ‘All utter such a statement praising his bitter opponent, Sunni 
tradition gives greater credibility to ‘Umar’s role in Qur'anic revelation, as if claiming: 
“If your enemy praises you so much, then it must be true.” 


Mutual Agreement 

The concept of a mutual understanding or agreement between ‘Umar and Qur'anic 
revelation is best expressed in a widely circulated utterance attributed to ‘Umar himself: 
“I agreed (wafaqtu) with God on three matters” (Ibn Hanbal n.d.: I, 23; Abu Dawud 
n.d.: 9). The verb wafaqa, “to agree with,” can also be rendered as “to accord with,” “to 
consent with” or “to be of one mind or opinion with someone” (Lane 1863: s.v. w-f-q). 
In other words ‘Umar is stating that he was of one mind with God on these matters. 

In a rare opposite version, ‘Umar is supposed to have said: “God agreed with me 
(wdfaqam) on three matters” (Ibn Hanbal 1983: I, 343 no. 495). Read for its fullest 
implications, one might suggest that this bold statement infers that it is God who reads 
‘Umar’s mind and not the other way around. One may assume that this latter version 
belongs to an earlier layer of traditions than the one described above. The previous 
version, it can be postulated, was circulated in order to mitigate the theological diffi¬ 
culty inherent in this latter version, which poses the difficulty of subordinating God’s 
revelation to human will. Nevertheless, both versions were quoted in the most revered 
canonical collection of Islamic traditions, that of al-Buldiarl (d. 256/870). This means 
that, from the Muslim point of view, these versions were taken to be trustworthy and 
authentic (Ibn Hajar 1996: IX, 20, no. 4483). Yet, the theological difficulty did not go 
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unnoticed by Muslim scholars who strove to provide it with an explanation befitting the 
Muslim creed (Ibn Hajar 1996: II, 64) 


The Jewish Sources: Moses 

The concept that there can be an interaction between a human being and God’s 
revelation is expressed already in the Babylonian Talmud, where two different and con¬ 
flicting statements describe Moses in this context. On the one hand, it is stated: 
“Three things did Moses upon his own authority, and his view agreed with that of God” 
(Yebamot 62b). On the other hand it is stated: “Three things did Moses upon his own 
authority, and God agreed thereto” (Shabbat 87a), The only difference between these 
two versions is that the subject of the verb “to agree” varies. In the first version, it is 
Moses who agrees in advance with God, while in the second, it is God who agrees, a pos¬ 
teriori, with Moses. 

There is a distinct similarity between the two conflicting statements about Moses in 
the Talmud and the two conflicting statements uttered by ‘Umar as discussed above. 
In both sets of statements we are told about three matters that the two did on their own 
authority and God either agrees with them on these matters or each one of the two 
men agrees with God. In both sets of traditions the verb “to agree” can be rendered as 
to be of the same mind as someone. This similarity more than suggests that Islamic 
tradition fashioned a part of ‘Umar’s image after that of Moses, and ascribed to the 
former virtues attributed in early Jewish sources to the latter. The matters that 
Moses did on his own were revealed as verses in the Torah later on, just as the matters 
‘Umar did on his own were revealed as verses in the Qur'an, Moreover, the same theo¬ 
logical issue that confronted the Muslim scholars also puzzled the Jewish scholars: they, 
too, debated the issue of whether it is conceivable that God agrees a posteriori to the 
matters that Moses did on his own authority. 

It is difficult to determine how and by what means these early Jewish concepts would 
have been introduced to the Islamic tradition. However, a thorough examination of tra¬ 
ditions in praise of ‘Umar indicates that the model of Moses served in more than one 
instance for the fashioning of Umar’s image as an ideal leader. Thus, Muhammad is 
supposed to have drawn a comparison between some of his companions and the 
biblical prophets, and to have compared ‘Umar to Moses (al-DaylamI 1986: VI, 40, 
no. 6124). 

Beyond the general concept of the similarity between ‘Umar and Moses, the Islamic 
tradition provides a description of specific incidents where this similarity is demon¬ 
strated. These incidents occur in traditions of the asbdb al-nuzul type, that is, traditions 
that describe the circumstances of the revelation of certain verses of the Qur'an (Rubin 
1995: 226-33). It is noteworthy that although the model of Moses relates to only three 
matters that he did on his own authority, the Islamic tradition describes far more than 
three Qur'anic verses which are supposed to have been revealed according to ‘Umar’s 
mind. This in itself indicates that the Islamic tradition developed with a dynamic of its 
own. These verses, about thirty, are known in the sources as Muwdfaqdt Vmar, that is, 
the agreements of ‘Umar (with God), and they were gathered by scholars in specific 
chapters bearing that title, in their books (al-SuyutI 1988: 142-6) or in independent 
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books and epistles (Ibn al-Naqib; al-‘Imadi 1996). In the following pages a few such 
typical verses will be described and textually analyzed. 


Anticipating God's Revelation 

One kind of mutual agreement between ‘Umar and God occurs when the former 
anticipates the latter and duplicates His words. This is the case with the revelation of 
verses Q 23:12-14 in which God describes the creation of Adam. 

In the early exegesis of Muqatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767), it is reported that these 
verses were revealed to the prophet in the presence of ‘Umar: “We created the man of 
an extraction of clay, then We set him, a drop, in a receptacle secure, then We created 
of the drop a clot, then We created of the clot a tissue, then We created of the tissue 
bones, then We garmented the bones in flesh, then We produced him as another 
creature.” Upon hearing this detailed description of God’s creation, ‘Umar is supposed 
to have exclaimed: “So blessed be God, the fairest of creators!” And the prophet 
said: “This is the way it was revealed, 0 ‘Umar!” (Muqatil 1989: III, 153; al-SuyutI 
1985: V, 7) 

In this tradition, ‘Umar marvels at the sublime event of the creation of man and at 
the details God provided in His description. His utterance on this occasion reflects his 
ability to read God’s mind, and God repeats word by word ‘Umar’s exclamation, thus 
completing verse Q 23:14. 


The Case of the Hijab Verse 

The name hijab verse is given in Islamic tradition to Q 33:53 in which God addresses 
the Muslim believers and commands them regarding the wives of the prophet: ‘And 
when you ask his wives for any object, ask them from behind a curtain (hijab).” This 
verse prohibits the wives of Muhammad from appearing in the presence of male Muslim 
believers (except close family members). 

According to Islamic traditions this verse was revealed after the intervention of 
‘Umar who did not look favorably on the fact that the wives of the prophet used to 
appear in public unveiled. He uttered his opinion on the matter by saying to the prophet 
that men, good and bad, were accustomed to approaching his wives freely and that he, 
Muhammad, should order them to take cover behind a veil. The prophet did not answer, 
but soon enough, God gave backing to ‘Umar’s opinion by revealing the verse of the 
hijab (Ihn Shabba 1979: III, 860). In some tradition collections, the canonical ones 
included, this verse represents one of the three matters that ‘Umar and God agreed 
upon (Ibn Hajar 1996: IX, 483, no. 4790). 

Other traditions provide more details as to the circumstances and the identity of the 
wives of the prophet who caused ‘Umar’s intervention and, consequently, the revela¬ 
tion of the verse. Three different versions dealing with three different wives are quoted 
in the sources. 
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'A’isha 

A widely circulated version mentions an incident of physical contact between ‘A'isha 
and ‘Umar. She relates that while she was eating a big bowl of dates mixed with butter 
{hays) with her husband Muhammad, ‘Umar passed by and Muharmnad invited him 
to share their meal. As ‘Umar was reaching for the bowl, his finger touched that of 
‘Ahsha. He shouted his objection saying: “If only I could be obeyed in what concerns 
you [i.e., the prophet’s wives], you would remain unseen [literally: No eye would 
look at you].” He was obeyed indeed, and God revealed the hijdb verse according to his 
wish (Ibn Abl Hatim 1997: X, 3148, no. 17756; Ibn Abi Shayba 1995: III, 361, no. 
32008). 


Sawda 

However, other versions describe ‘Umar as confronting the prophet directly on this 
issue. The circumstances of the revelation of this verse are most embarrassing from the 
standpoint of later Muslim behavior, which might be the reason why the circulation of 
these versions is quite limited and why they were left outside the canonical collections 
of the Islamic tradition. 

The following version relates to another wife of Muhammad, Sawda, daughter of 
Zam‘a, who used to appear unveiled in pubhc. Her behavior brought about ‘Umar’s 
intervention and consequently caused the revelation of the hijdb verse. 

‘A’isha relates that the wives of the prophet used to go out by night to al-Manasi‘, a large 
open field near Medina, to relieve themselves. ‘Umar approached the prophet more than 
once requesting him to put the veil on his wives. [The tradition points out that ‘Umar used 
to address Muhammad in the imperative form: “Cover your wives,” he used to say to him]. 
But the prophet did not pay heed to this request. One night Sawda, a distinctively tall 
woman, went out to relieve herself. ‘Umar, who had been watching, shouted at her: “O 
Sawda we recognize you.” ‘Umar did so, hoping a verse concerning the hijdb would be 
revealed, and indeed God revealed the veil verse. (Ibn Hanbal n.d.: VI, 223; Ibn Shabba 
1979:111, 860) 

In this version, ‘Umar meddles in the prophet’s private life. By addressing Muhammad 
in the imperative (“Cover your wives”), ‘Umar seems to be patronizing the prophet of 
Islam, and thus shaming him. When ‘Umar realized that the prophet did not pay heed 
to his demands, he turned to a higher Instance, to God, in the hope that He would prove 
him right by revealing a Qur‘anic verse. From the wording of the tradition, it seems 
that in order to compel God to intervene in the matter of the veil, ‘Umar goes to extreme 
measures, even shaming one of the prophet’s wives. God grants ‘Umar’s wish and 
reveals the verse Imposing the veil. Such a course of events gives the impression that 
‘Umar can summon God’s intervention at will, and in this manner, his moral and reli¬ 
gious presence as a leader is felt in its utmost intensity, as opposed to the prophet’s 
apparent unwillingness to do “the right thing.” 
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Zaynab 

In the following version the prophet’s wife who causes the verse of the veil to be revealed 
according to ‘Umar’s wish is Zaynab, daughter of Jahsh. It is related that ‘Umar ordered 
the wives of the prophet to cover themselves with a veil. Zaynab resented this behavior 
and admonished ‘Umar saying: “0 Ibn al-Khattab, you are jealous for us even though 
the revelation (of the Qur'an) occurs in our homes.” So God revealed verse Q 33:53 
(Ibn Shabba 1979: III, 860: al-'rabarani n.d.: IX, 184-5, no. 8828). 

Here also, ‘Umar is portrayed as offending the prophet: he addresses Muhammad’s 
wives behind his back and gives them orders regarding how to behave, which is unac¬ 
ceptable to any man in Arabian society, let alone the prophet. Zaynab reprimands him 
harshly for his rude behavior, alluding to the fact that he is not supposed to show 
jealousy regarding somebody else’s wife, and that he is meddling in the private life of 
no less than the prophet, her husband, who lives in the house where God’s revelation 
occurs. Yet, in spite of ‘Umar’s rude behavior and its implications for Muhammad’s 
honor both as a prophet and as a husband, God backs up ‘Umar and reveals the verse. 
Once more, ‘Umar is described as blessed with God’s grace, and his image serves as the 
most sublime source of the religious and moral laws, even at the expense of the prophet. 


The ShTT position 

The ShUites never acknowledged ‘Umar’s virtues, mainly because of his predominant 
role in depriving ‘All of the privilege of succeeding the prophet as leader of the Muslim 
community. They did not miss any opportunity to slander ‘Umar, and the various stories 
about the revelation of the hijdb verse served them well. In particular, they focused on 
Sawda’s story; they scorned ‘Umar for exposing in public a wife of the prophet, thus 
shaming her and her husband and invading the privacy of the most revered leader of 
Islam (Ibn'Tawus 1999: II, 154). 


Muhammad causes the reveiation of the verse 

Sunni scholars soon became aware of the predominant role of ‘Umar in these stories 
and its impact on the image of Muhammad. For example, the commentator al-QurtubI 
(d. 671/1272) claimed that the story in which ‘Umar orders the wives of the prophet 
to put on the veil is totally unreliable and should be rejected (al-QurtubI 1965: XIV, 
224). 

For this reason, other versions were put into circulation, which conflicted with the 
versions described above. In them, ‘Umar is totally absent from the scene and the ini¬ 
tiator of the revelation of Q 33:53 is the prophet himself. In one of these versions, the 
story of the prophet’s meal with ‘A'isha is retold without mentioning ‘Umar’s name. 
It is reported that the prophet was having lunch with ‘A'isha and several of his 
companions. The hand of one of them touched his wife’s hand and Muhammad 
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disapproved strongly. Consequently, the hijdb verse was revealed in response to the 
prophet’s wish (al-Tabari 1987: XXII, 28) 

By omitting the names of the companions present at the lunch, the tradition focuses 
on the prophet alone. His disapproval of any physical contact with his wife is the cause 
of the revelation of the verse. Thus, his image is rehabilitated vis-a-vis that of ‘Umar, 
and he becomes the ultimate source of authority and moral values. 


The Case of the Prohibition Against Wine 

A different moral aspect of 'Umar’s image as a leader blessed with God’s grace is linked 
to the Qur'anic prohibition against drinking wine. Here also ‘Umar is endowed with the 
ability to “dictate” the revelation of verses according to his wishes. 

The prohibition against drinking wine is one of the fundamental beliefs that 
separate Islam from the two other monotheistic religions, Judaism and Christianity. It 
should be remembered that in the latter religions, wine is not only allowed, it is indeed 
a symbol of faith; in Judaism it serves as the drink of the Kiddush, the traditional bene¬ 
diction sanctifying the Sabbath and the festivals, while in Christianity wine serves also 
as a means of communion of the believer with Jesus Christ. Linking ‘Umar to the pro¬ 
hibition against wine is one of the greatest virtues attributed to him by the Islamic tra¬ 
dition. It is noteworthy that the ban on drinking wine in the Qur'an is not decisive, and 
its finality varies from verse to verse. The revelation of the verses that seem to prohibit 
the drinking of wine in the clearest sense is attributed to ‘Umar. 

Several versions are quoted in the sources. The one recounted below is probably from 
a very early layer of traditions, which explains its rarity. 

‘Umar addressed God saying: “0 God, give us a clear commandment regarding the wine.” 

So verse Q 4:43 was revealed: “0 believers, draw not near to prayer when you are drunken 
until you know what you are saying,” The prophet [to whom the verse was revealed] sum¬ 
moned ‘Umar and recited it to him. It seems that this verse did not conform to what ‘Umar 
had in mind. So he addressed God again: “0 God, give us a clear commandment regarding 
the wine.” And verse Q 2:219 was revealed: “They will question thee concerning wine and 
arrow-shuffling. Say: ‘In both is heinous sin, and uses for men, but the sin in them is more 
heinous than the usefulness.” The prophet summoned ‘Umar and recited it to him. It seems 
that this verse (too) did not conform to what ‘Umar had in mind. So he addressed God 
again: “0 God, give us a clear commandment regarding the wine.” And verses Q 5:90-1 
were revealed: “0 believers, wine and arrow-shuffling, idols and divtning-arrows are an 
abomination, some of Satan’s work; so avoid it; haply so you will prosper. Satan only desires 
to precipitate enmity and hatred between you in regard to wine and arrow-shuffling, and 
to bar you from the remembrance of God, and from prayer. WiU you then desist”.? The 
prophet summoned ‘Umar and recited it to him. Upon hearing the verse ‘Umar exclaimed: 

“0 God, indeed we desist.” (al-Hakim al-NIsaburl 1990: IV, 159-60) 

The wording of this tradition calls for comment. One should note that it is ‘Umar and 
not Muhammad who addresses God regarding the revelation of a clear commandment 
regarding wine. This means that it is ‘Umar himself who initiated the prohibition of 
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wine in the first place. As he addresses God again and again the verses revealed become 
clearer and more decisive. Were it not for ‘Umar’s initiative the Qur'anic prohibition 
would have remained indecisive as it was when the first verse was revealed. As the story 
develops, the reader senses the passivity of the prophet as opposed to the activity of 
‘Umar concerning this issue. The main role of the prophet is to serve as the recipient 
of the revelation while it is ‘Umar who holds a direct dialogue with God. The role of 
‘Umar in this story is astonishing and hardly conceivable in Muslim terms: he is 
portrayed as the one who regulates the revelation of the verses according to his own 
understanding. It is as if he is summoning God Almighty to reveal the “right” verse 
that prohibits wine according to his own views and understanding. In the words of the 
tradition: “It seems that the verse did not conform to what ‘Umar had in mind.” And 
since he feels that the verse revealed is not clear enough, he demands another and 
another until he is satisfied, until the verse revealed prohibits wine in the way he under¬ 
stands it. Only then does he yield. 

This tradition portrays ‘Umar’s image as the true formulator of the Islamic law for 
the nascent Muslim community, while the prophet’s image in this respect is dimmed. 
Ultimately, the Muslim community rallied around its prophet and not around a caliph, 
not even ‘Umar, This is reflected in other traditions, probably from a later layer than the 
one above, where Muhammad plays the major role in the prohibition of wine. Such is 
the case of a tradition circulated on the authority of ‘Umar’s son, ‘Abd Allah, accord¬ 
ing to which the revelation of the different verses that prohibit wine drinking is at the 
exclusive initiative of the prophet, after Muslim believers differed on the status of wine. 
In this tradition, ‘Umar is not mentioned (Abu Dawud n.d.: 264, no. 1957). In other 
versions where ‘Umar is mentioned, he is portrayed as playing a minor role, (al-Tabari 
1969: IV, 332-4, no. 4145) or as accepting enthusiastically the prohibition of wine 
initiated by the prophet (al-Tabarl 1969: IV, 330, no. 4142). 

The Ransom of the Prisoners of the Battle of Badr 

Another aspect of the mutual agreement between ‘Umar and God is expressed in some 
versions of the interpretation of Q 8:67-9. According to many scholars, these verses 
were revealed after Muhammad’s victory over the unbelievers from Quraysh at Badr in 
the year 2/624 and the ransom the Muslims demanded in order to release the prison¬ 
ers they had captured during the battle. The Qur’an states: 

Q 8:67 It is not for any prophet to have prisoners until he make wide slaughter in the land. 

You desire the chance goods of the present world, and God desires the world to come; and 

God is All-mighty, All-wise. 

Q 8:68 Had it not been for a prior prescription from God, there had afflicted you, for what 

you took, a mighty chastisement. 

Q 8:69 Eat of what you had taken as booty, such as is lawful and good: and fear you God; 

surely God is All-forgiving, AU-compassionate. 

Some scholars read verse 67 above as a command to lull the defeated unbelievers on 
the battleground, before they are taken prisoner; these scholars found a direct link 
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between this verse and the eagerness of the Muslims to enjoy the spoils of the great 
victory of Badr and the ransom for the prisoners of war they captured. As verses 68-9 
describe, the Muslims should have been chastised for their misconduct, their craving 
for the pleasures of this world and because they neglected the principles of a war of 
extermination against the unbelievers. However, because of His preordination to show 
them mercy and to allow them to enjoy the spoils of wars, God deferred His chastise¬ 
ment. Actually, several scholars agree that the Muslims were ultimately allowed to take 
ransom for prisoners of war who were unbelievers according to another verse revealed 
in the Qur'an (Q 4:47), and thus the above verse was abrogated. 

‘Umar’s involvement in the revelation of these verses, as described below, reflects the 
divine grace bestowed on him. However, in this particular case, the laws that could have 
been formulated according to these verses and to ‘Umar’s view were not put into effect 
and are not part of the Islamic law because of their harsh implications. 


Only 'Umar objects to the ransom and demands to kill unbelievers 

Several traditions report that before the revelation of the verses that command the 
killing of defeated unbelievers and prohibit ransoming them, the prophet and his com¬ 
panions had preferred to accept the ransom and not to kill the prisoners who were the 
blood relatives of several companions. Only ‘Umar held the opposite view, demanding 
that unbelievers be killed regardless of their status. In the ensuing controversy between 
‘Umar and all the other Muslim believers, including the prophet, the above verses Q 
8:67-9 were revealed, vindicating ‘Umar and stating that God agreed with his view to 
the detriment of everybody else. The story is quoted in Muqatil b. Sulayman’s exegesis. 

The prophet consulted with his companions regarding the prisoners taken at Badr. ‘Umar 
b. al-Khattab advised: “Put them all to death, for they are the heads of unbelief and the 
leaders of the deviation from the right path.” Abu Bakr argued: “Don’t put them to death, 
for God helped us achieve our vengeance, killed the polytheists and defeated them. It is 
preferable to let them redeem themselves for the ransom they pay will strengthen Islam 
and help finance the war against them. Maybe God will turn them to supporters of 
Islam and they will convert.” 

Abu Bakr’s argument pleased the prophet, for he was merciful, just like Abu Bakr, while 
‘Umar was sharp and unflinching. The prophet agreed with Abu Bakr’s view and 
demanded a ransom from the prisoners. However, God revealed a verse agreeing with 
‘Umar’s view, stating: “It is not for any prophet to have prisoners....” Then the prophet 
addressed ‘Umar and said to him: “Bless God, for your God agreed with you (wdtaka). ‘Umar 
said: “Bless God who agreed with me regarding the prisoners of Badr.” And the prophet 
added: “If a chastisement were to descend from heaven none of us would be saved except 
for ‘Umar b. al-Khattab: indeed he forbade me and I did not pay heed.” (Muqatil 1989: 

II, 129) 

In this story, it is Muhammad himself who admits that he was wrong for not taking 
‘Umar’s advice, and he even states that only ‘Umar would have been saved had the 
Muslims been punished from heaven, as alluded to in the Qur'anic verse. Moreover, 
the prophet understands God’s agreement with ‘Umar, demonstrated by the revelation 



214 AVRAHAM HAKIM 


of the verse backing the latter’s view, as God’s compliance with ‘Umar. This is reflected 
in the use of the verb watd, “to comply with.” It is as if the prophet was saying to ‘Umar: 
“God obeyed you on that matter.” 

In a different version of this tradition, the prophet and ‘Umar are portrayed in direct 
confrontation over the issue of the ransom. While ‘Umar suggests putting the prison¬ 
ers to death, the prophet rejects his advice on the grounds that the prisoners are blood 
brothers of the Muslims and prefers Abu Bakr’s advice to ransom them. Then God 
revealed the verses justifying ‘Umar (Ibn Hanbal n.d.: Ill, 243). 

In this last version the prophet and Abu Bakr are portrayed as abiding by the old 
principle of loyalty to the tribe, held dear in the pre-Islamic era, the jdhiUyya, while 
‘Umar represents the true spirit of the new religion, Islam, and abides by one of its fun¬ 
damental principles, the war against unbelievers. The verses revealed subsequently 
reflect God’s accord with ‘Umar, while the prophet is described as someone who could 
have been punished by God for not putting the prisoners to death. 


Only "Umar refuses a share of the booty 

‘Umar is portrayed not only as the sole companion of the prophet who opposes the ran¬ 
soming of the prisoners but also as the only one who refuses to take a share of the booty. 
While the Muslim believers yearned for the booty in the aftermath of the battle, ‘Umar 
ignored it and went on slaying every prisoner he met. He said to the prophet: “What do 
we care about booty.? We are people who set out to light a holy war for God’s religion 
until He is worshipped (everywhere).” The prophet commented: “0 ‘Umar, if we were 
to be punished for what we did, you are the only one who would have been saved; God 
said: ‘It is unlawful to take (booty and ransom) on your own will before I permit them 
to you. Do not do it again’ ” (al-Tabari 1969: XIV, 71. no. 16319). ‘Umar is portrayed 
here as the only Muslim who cared for the war for the glory of God, jihad. Indeed, when 
addressing the prophet about fighting for God, he is made to use the word nujdhid, that 
is, “we fight a holy war.” 


Only "Umar would have been saved from Cod's punishment 

Several versions focus on the idea that ‘Umar would have been the only survivor 
of the harsh punishment that would have been inflicted on the Muslims, were it 
not for God’s predestination to forgive them. In one version, Muhammad addresses 
‘Umar, saying: “We were almost stricken by evil because we differed from you” 
(Abu Nu‘aym n.d.: I, 43). In a different version, the prophet states, “Because we 
differed from ‘Umar’s opinion we were almost doomed, and if chastisement were to be 
sent down from heaven, none of us would have been spared except ‘Umar” (al-SuyutI 
1985: m, 203). 

The prophet, in his own words, includes himself among those who could have been 
punished. Consequently, he admits ‘Umar’s superiority over all other Muslims. By 
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abiding solely by the principles of holy war against unbelievers, ‘Umar is the only one 
whose view accords with God’s view as it is revealed in the Qur’an. 


The canonical version: The prophet excluded from punishment 

However, the version that was accepted by the Muslims as authoritative and reliable 
is more balanced, and precludes the possibility for any Muslim to be superior to the 
prophet himself. The following version is quoted by Muslim (d.261/875)in the chapter 
dealing with jihad in his famous canonical collection of traditions. 

It is reported that, contrary to Abu Bakr, ‘Umar suggested putting all the prisoners 
to death. Since the captured unbelievers were blood brothers of the Muslims, he devised 
a scheme according to which each Muslim would slay a relative of his (thus prevent¬ 
ing Quraysh from seeldng revenge or blood money from the Muslims). The prophet 
rejected this suggestion on the grounds that blood relatives should be spared (even 
though they are unbelievers). The next day, when ‘Umar came to meet the prophet and 
Abu Bakr, he saw them crying. He sympathized with them, comforted them and asked 
them what it was all about. The prophet said, “I am crying because your brethren sug¬ 
gested to me to talce the ransom, and now I can see their punishment coming close, as 
close as this tree,” and he pointed towards a tree nearby. Then God revealed the verses 
quoted above that deal with the duty to slay the unbelievers before they are talcen 
prisoners, and the verses revealed after that which condone the taking of the booty 
(Muslim 1983: III, 1385, no. 1763). 

This version does not mention the utterance according to which ‘Umar was the only 
Muslim who would be saved if a punishment were to be sent down from heaven. There¬ 
fore, the prophet is not threatened with any chastisement. Moreover, this tradition 
emphasizes that ultimately God allowed Muslims to talce the ransom, and thus the 
dignity of the prophet and his companions is preserved. Yet even in this balanced 
version, ‘Umar is still the only companion who suggests to the prophet to abstain from 
taking ransom, and the subsequent revelation proves him right. 


The ShTT position 

The Shn sources are very much aware of the impact of such traditions on the Muslim 
community, and they strive to diminish ‘Umar’s image. ShTl scholars reject the above- 
described traditions and totally ignore ‘Umar’s role in the prisoners of Badr affair 
(Abu ’1-Qasim al-Kufi n.d.: 184), For example, the ninth ShTlte Imam, Muhammad b. 
‘All al-Jawad (d. 220/835), was asked in the presence of the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Ma’mun 
(d. 218/834) about several traditions in praise of ‘Umar, including the one that 
exempted him from the punishment that could have been inflicted on the Muslims for 
taldng the ransom at Badr. Al-Jawad refuted the tradition, basing himself on Q 8:33, 
according to which God will never punish the Muslims as long as Muhammad lives 
among them, and therefore the story about ‘Umar is nothing but a fiction since no 
Muslim was supposed to be punished in the first place (al-TabrisI 1989: 449). 
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‘Umar and the Hypocrites 

‘Umar’s involvement in the revelation of the Qur’an reflects not only his harsh attitude 
towards unbelievers outside the Muslim community, but also his attitude towards the 
hypocrites, mundfiqun, who claim to profess Islam while in truth they conceal hatred 
towards it. Qur’anic exegesis creates a close affinity between three different verses per¬ 
taining to these people and ascribes to ‘Umar a central role in their revelation. These 
are the verses in question: 

Q 9:80 Ask pardon for them, or ask not pardon for them: if thou askest pardon for them 
seventy times, God will not pardon them: that, because they disbelieved in God and His 
messenger. God guides not the people of the ungodly. 

Q 9:84 And pray thou never over any one of them when he is dead, nor stand over his 
grave: they disbelieved in God and His messenger, and died when they were ungodly. 

Q 63:6 Equal it is for them, whether thou askest forgiveness for them or thou askest not 
forgiveness for them: God will never forgive them. God guides not the people of the ungodly. 

A difference in interpretation 

The attitude towards the hypocrites in these verses is not uniform, especially in Q 9:80. 
In its first part, the prophet is supposedly given free choice to decide whether to pray 
for the sinners or not. This permission does not conform to the final decree stated in the 
other verses, a decree that rules out a priori any option of forgiveness for the hypocrites. 
Muslim scholars were well aware of the exegetical difficulty that stems from the 
supposed authorization given to the prophet to ask forgiveness for the hypocrites in his 
prayers. They are almost unanimous in their claim that the verses that deny the option 
of forgiveness, Q 9:84 and Q 63:6, were revealed later than the one that allows it, Q 
9:80, and consequently these are the verses that formulate the final Muslim attitude 
towards the hypocrites in Islam. This view is expressed in exegetical traditions dealing 
with the circumstances of the revelation of the verses above. All traditions focus on the 
image of ‘Abd AUah b. Ubayy, a leader among the Ansar, the hypocrite par excellence 
in the Islamic tradition and the Muslim collective memory. The pardoning of his sins, 
thanks to the prophet’s prayers, is the issue debated in the traditions, and the interdic¬ 
tion to pray for him is conveyed to Muhammad in several ways. 

The angei Gabriei 

First, mention should be made of the version according to which it is the angel Gabriel 
who reveals to the prophet the total interdiction. According to this version, the prophet, 
basing himself on the permission embedded in Q 9:80, Intended to pray for Ibn Ubayy 
who had just died. Gabriel seized him by his cloth and stopped him abruptly. He then 
revealed to Muhammad Q 9:84 stating the total interdiction (al-Tabari 1969: XIV, 407, 
no. 17053). 
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The prophet and 'Umar confront 

Other versions mention ‘Umar as the one who prevents the prophet from praying for 
Ibn Ubayy in the same manner the angel Gabriel did. This indicates ‘Umar’s sublime 
virtue as the one who guides the prophet towards God’s will, and in this case, he guides 
the prophet to the right interpretation of God’s intention as revealed in the Qur’an. He 
is also responsible for further Qur’anic revelations that render the Interdiction to pray 
for Ibn Ubayy more decisive. 

In one version, ‘Umar guides Muhammad to what he believes is the right interpre¬ 
tation of Q 9:80 that had already been revealed. He relates that, as a Muslim, he made 
an almost unforgivable mistake. The prophet intended to pray for Ibn Ubayy, but he, 
‘Umar, seized him by his cloth while reciting the verse quoted above and prevented him 
from carrying on, Muhammad countered that this verse gave him a choice to pray for 
forgiveness for Ibn Ubayy or not to pray. Then Muhammad approached the grave to 
pray for the deceased (Ibn Abl Hatim 1997: VI, 1853-4, no. 10508). 

In this version, ‘Umar, just like the angel Gabriel in the above version, is portrayed 
as seizing the prophet by his cloth to prevent him from approaching the grave of the 
hypocrite and offering the prayer. It is true that he deplored the use of force, which 
offended the prophet, but, to his mind, this lapse was necessary because the prophet 
intended to offer a forbidden prayer. The tradition offers no clue as to whether 
the prophet prayed or not. In any case, ‘Umar interpreted the verse rigorously while the 
prophet was more lenient in his interpretation, ‘Umar based his interpretation on 
the second part of the verse that states that God will never forgive the hypocrites, while 
Muhammad focused on the beginning of the verse that gave him the option to choose 
whether to pray or not. Indeed, in another version it is reported that when verse Q 9:80 
was revealed to him, he declared, “I hear my God allowing me to pray for them” 
(al-SuyutI 1985: III, 264). However, the fact that a Muslim, even ‘Umar, opposed the 
prophet on a point of interpretation of the Qur’an is unforgivable by later Muslim stan¬ 
dards: no one knows the true meaning of the God’s revealed verses better than the 
prophet. 

The controversy between the prophet and ‘Umar over the interpretation of that verse 
is described in yet another version. When Muhammad expressed his wish to pray for 
Ibn Ubayy, ‘Umar asked him: “Did not God forbid you to pray for the hypocrites.?” The 
prophet replied, “No, he gave me a choice to ask forgiveness for them or not to ask” 
(al-’Tabarl 1969: XIV, 406-7, no. 17050-1; Ibn Hanbal n.d.: II, 18). 

In one more version, ‘Umar not only interprets the verse rigorously but also causes 
the revelation of another verse, Q 9:84, thus validating his opinion against that of the 
prophet: 

‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy said to his son (named also ‘Abd Allah): “Go to the prophet and ask 
him to give me a cloth of his to use it for my shroud.” ‘Abd AUah (the son) approached the 
prophet and said to him: “Messenger of God, you surely recognize ‘Abd Allah (the father) 
standing among his tribe. He ordered me to ask for one of your cloths to use it as his shroud 
and also to pray for him.” The prophet gave him one of his cloths and intended to pray for 
him. But ‘Umar said to him: “You know ‘Abd AUah and his hypocrisy, will you still pray 
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for him even when God had forbidden you to do so?” The prophet asked him: “Where?” 
And 'Umar quoted (Q 9:80): “If thou askest pardon for them seventy times, God will not 
pardon them.” The prophet said: “I will offer more (than seventy).” And then God revealed 
(Q 9:84): ‘And pray thou never over any one of them when he is dead, nor stand over his 
grave.” (al-Tabarani n.d.: XI, 438, no. 12244) 

In this version, the prophet attempts to impose his moderate interpretation also on the 
second part of Q 9:80, where it is stated that even seventy prayers will not help 
the hypocrites obtain forgiveness. He intends to pray more than seventy prayers. But it 
is ‘Umar who understands the meaning of the verse to be that the number seventy is 
only typological. As corroboration to his view God reveals Q 9:84 which expresses the 
interdiction with more finality. God agrees with ‘Umar’s symbolic and broad under¬ 
standing of the verse and rejects the prophet’s concrete and narrow interpretation. 

An even more blatant approach of ‘Umar towards the prophet is described in a dif¬ 
ferent version. ‘Umar reports: 

When ‘Abd Allah b. Ubayy died the prophet was asked to pray for him. He stood over his 
grave to begin the prayer, but I confronted him, face to face, and said: “Messenger of God, 
will you pray for ‘Abd Allah b. Uba3?y? The same Ibn Ubayy who said this and that on the 
day so and so?” And I started enumerating the days. The prophet smiled, but when I per¬ 
sisted, he said: “Back off! I was given a choice and I chose. It was revealed to me (Q 9:80): 
Ask pardon for them, or ask not pardon for them; if thou askest pardon for them seventy 
times, God will not pardon them;’ If need be, I will pray more than seventy times to obtain 
forgiveness for their sins.” Then he prayed for him, went to his funeral and stood over his 
grave until the end. ‘Umar added: “I was amazed from what I did and from my boldness 
towards the prophet who knew better than I did. But I swear by God, soon enough this 
verse was revealed (Q 9:84), And pray thou never over any one of them when he is dead, 
nor stand over his grave: they disbelieved in God and His messenger, and died when they 
were ungodly’ ” (Ibn Hisham 1995: IV, 151; Ibn Hanbal n.d.: I, 16) 

In this version ‘Umar behaves rudely towards the prophet who is supposed to have more 
Imowledge on the matter. And yet, it appears that ‘Umar’s rigorous understanding 
accords with that of God: a verse that ends the controversy and proves ‘Umar right is 
revealed. 


'Umar not mentioned 

Unlike these versions which describe a confrontation between the prophet and ‘Umar 
over a point of interpretation of God’s revelation, other versions do not mention 
‘Umar at all, and consequently the affront to the prophet’s image as the highest author¬ 
ity on the interpretation and application of Qur anic precepts is removed. It is proba¬ 
ble that these versions belong to a later layer than the ones quoted above and that they 
were put into circulation in order to rehabilitate the prophet’s image. In one of these 
versions, the prophet is described as praying for Ibn Ubayy and standing over his grave; 
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then Q 9:84 is revealed that forbids this course of action (al-Tabari 1969: XIV, 407, no. 
17052). From this version it is obvious that the prophet never erred by taking a course 
of action opposing the revelation, since the verse that forbade it was revealed only after 
he finished praying for the hypocrite. 


The ShTT position 

Here also, the Shl'I scholars go to extreme measures in order to refute any virtue attrib¬ 
uted to ‘Umar, The versions describing the incident of the prayer for Ibn Ubayy, as 
quoted in Shi'I sources, have a different ending that puts ‘Umar to ridicule. One version 
circulated on the authority of the sixth Imam, Ja‘far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765), reports that 
‘Umar attempted to stop the prophet from praying for Ibn Ubayy; however, the prophet 
told him that he never intended to pray for him but to curse him and wish for him 
a destiny in hell (al-‘AyyashI 1991: II, 107, no. 94). In this way, ‘Umar is described 
as a hardheaded man who reacts unnecessarily because he has no confidence in the 
prophet’s judgment. 

In another version, also circulated on the authority of al-Sadiq, the prophet answers 
‘Umar, who stands in his way, that it was not his intention to pray for Ibn Ubayy nor to 
stand over his grave, but to honor his son who was a good Muslim. ‘Umar expresses his 
regrets and asks forgiveness for having angered God or His prophet (al-‘AyyashI 1991: 
II, 107-8, no. 95). 


Conclusion 

The agreements with God suggest that ‘Umar was an active partner in the revelation 
of several verses in the Qur'an and consequently define his image as opposing that of 
the prophet. It is probable that the traditions describing these events were put into cir¬ 
culation at an early stage of the crystallization of the Islamic law, a stage where 
the ideal leader was the caliph. These traditions were never intended to damage the 
prophet’s image, for it is unconceivable that a Muslim in any era would do so. But at a 
later stage, Muslim scholars became aware of the damage to the prophet’s image and 
they put into circulation versions rehabilitating the prophet’s image and minimizing 
that of ‘Umar, Ultimately, the Muslim community rallied behind its prophet and not any 
of its caliphs. 


Author note 

This chapter is condensed from a chapter of my Tel Aviv PhD dissertation entitled ‘“Umar h. 
al-Khattab and the Image of the Ideal Leader in the Islamic Tradition,” under the supervision 
of Professor Uri Rubin, September 2003 (in Hebrew). 
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CHAPTER 14 


God 

Andrew Rippin 


As might be assumed to be so in the case of a religious text, the figure of God is an over¬ 
whelming and overarching presence in the Qur'an. Understanding the nature of the 
figure of God as He is presented in the foundational text is manifestly a central task of 
anyone who wishes to achieve an understanding of the nature and outlook of Islam 
itself. Such a task is, given the quantity of theological reflection which already exists 
on the text, not a straightforward matter. In approaching the subject, we are immedi¬ 
ately confronted by the challenge of the nature of language itself and the context in 
which talk about God is found. The challenge for the interested reader in coming to 
terms with the topic is substantial, for so many different tacks have been taken in the 
past in order to deal with the issue; some assistance may be provided here by a clear 
statement of perspective and approach at the outset. 

Assessing the “poetic” (or “mythical” or “religious”) nature of the Qur'an com¬ 
mences with an understanding that the text of scripture is an expression, distilled at a 
particular historical point in time, of human religious experience located within the 
broad context of the Near East. The Qur'an participates within this context but does 
not depict all of it. It presents arguments and positions from within the overall context 
but it does not provide the reader with the full vision of that religious ethos. This is part 
of the dimension of what has been spoken of as the “referential” character of the 
Qur' an (Wansbrough 19 78:1) but it may go further, since the possibility must be enter¬ 
tained that the Qur'an is silent on some points of common religious assumption and 
makes no explicit reference to them as such. The establishment of a fixed text of scrip¬ 
ture implies a moment in time into which a tradition of thinking puts itself, resulting 
in an enunciation of its understanding at that time, limited by the extent of its own 
self-reflection. This limitation implied by this distillation of the text into a fixed canon 
does not mean that the project of struggling with the text must be renounced. But it 
does indicate that it is a project which must proceed with considerable deliberation and 
appropriate modesty in expectations of one’s accomplishments. 
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Fundamentally the issue which must be confronted focuses on the language of the 
Qur'an. Our task becomes one of looking at the symbolic language used in speaking of 
God. In dealing with expressions related to the divine, the subject of study becomes not 
a matter of one “thing” being “symbolized” as another in the manner of a literary 
figure. Rather, what is at stake is the way in which “things” are “captured” in language 
in a form which is necessarily symbolic due to the use of language itself. It is here that 
Paul Ricoeur’s maxim “metaphor gives rise to thought” has its meaning: in expressing 
something in language, thinking about that “thing” becomes possible. Metaphor, or 
symbol as I use that word here, creates new possibilities of imagination and thought. 
Such symbols work within systems of narrative to create new alignments which struc¬ 
ture existence on a personal and social level. 

As Mohammed Arkoun has observed, God did not prove problematic in classical 
Arabic or Islamic thinldng: for Muslims of the classical period, God is well Imown and 
well presented in the Qur'an. However, God has become problematic as an element of 
thought in the contemporary period, although that fact has not yet been widely per¬ 
ceived in the Muslim world. One example of a Muslim thinlcer who has broached the 
subject and taken up the challenge is Shabbir Alditar (1990). Alditar does not follow 
Arkoun into his “genuine religious issues like the consciousness of culpability, the 
eschatological perspective, or revelation as a springboard for mythical, or symbolic 
thinking” (Arkoun 1987: 23) but rather concerns himself with the defensibUity of 
philosophical arguments for the existence of God and the possibility of revelation. 
However, the fundamental problem is more than simply an issue of the “unthinkable” 
in relation to contemporary paganism or secularism: it is also a recognition of the 
relationship of language to the divine. The result is that there is a need to rethink God 
today “in light of the new knowledge of language, mind, logic, and history” (Arkoun 
1987: 15). 

Now, what might that mean when it comes to speaking of God.? Contemporary 
thought has come to recognize that, in considering the application of language to God, 
“either to equate human words with the divine reality or to see no relationship between 
them is inappropriate” (McFague 1982: 7). For example, the statement “God is king” 
does not suggest that God is literally a king as humans use that word to apply to other 
humans, but neither does it suggest that God is king by virtue of metaphor, thereby 
suggesting that God is, in fact, something other than a king in reality. That is, in defin¬ 
ing metaphor, it is common to suggest that an identity between the word used 
metaphorically and the object referred to is not present: when we say “Zayd is a lion,” 
we understand that Zayd is not a lion but has taken on some sense of the characteris¬ 
tics of a lion. In the case of God, on the other hand, it may well be asserted that He is 
both a king and not a king: it might be suggested that He encompasses both aspects. 
“God is king” is perhaps best spoken of as symbolic, conveying a sense that God is 
somehow beyond language in that the words which are used dissolve into their oppo¬ 
sites. It is here, then, that we enter into the mythological world of Near Eastern 
monotheism. 

The language used to speak of the divine in the Qur'an may necessarily be thought 
of as symbolic: the finitude of language must confront the infinitude of the godhead. 
How can there be any other way of speaking of God.? Only within the concept of God’s 
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name may there be said to be a suggestion that language “fits”, but, even then, only in 
the magical sense of language (that is, within the first stage of language as described 
by Northrup Frye 1982: 6-7). ft might be argued that God remains “nameless” in the 
Qur'an, at least to the extent that he is not given a personal or proper name, although 
the status of the word Allah is certainly debated (see Anawati 1967; Gimaret 1988). 
However, the use of oaths in His name and the idea of Him “having the most beautiful 
names” (Q 7:180; 17:110; 20:8) are clearly significant. The repetitions of bismi-llah, 
“in the name of God,” throughout the text suggest that, through God’s name, the 
reality of God may be invoked; this is magical language which at the same time (or even, 
thereby, perhaps) suggests that the word reaches the object named. Be that as it may, 
the Qur'an employs a wide range of symbolic vocabulary in order to describe God, and 
the Qur'an holds much of this range in common with the Near Eastern monotheistic 
world stemming back to ancient times. The distinctiveness of the Qur'anic contribu¬ 
tion to this discourse about God may be viewed by comparing its emphases and ranges 
with other (both earlier and later) manifestations of monotheist discourse. The sum of 
such an investigation is to see how the monotheistic spirit expressed itself in seventh 
century Arabic, ft is, at its basis, a comparative question as well as a conceptual one. 

The images of God in relation to humanity as used in the Qur'an have an ancient 
heritage. In asserting that fact we must be clear about how to separate these insights 
from those of the philological. The tendency is to see the assertion of a past usage as 
meaning that the past represents the original and true usage and that all later usages 
are derivative. Such are the pitfalls into which many studies of the Qur'an have fallen. 
C. C. Torrey (1892) provides a classic example of this tendency in the way that his 
observations on Qur'anic terminology and its parallels in the Bible led him only to the 
conclusion that Muhammad was unoriginal. This is the historicist frame of mind 
at work. 

Qne example adduced by Torrey regarding the word kitdb may be considered to illus¬ 
trate the point. Torrey (1892: 9) acknowledges the Jewish and Christian usages of the 
symbol of the “book” (and speaks of it as being “borrowed” by Muhammad) and knows 
of the image of the “divine book of reckoning” which “was common even before 
Mohammed.” He connects this latter usage to a bill of sale which “was, of course, famil¬ 
iar enough among the Arabs.” The leap from the monotheist imagery of the Near East 
to the historical reality of the Arabs of Mecca and Medina is the key to the historicist 
mode of thinking. The reality of mythical, symbolic discourse has been subsumed and 
rendered banal under the weight of establishing the reality of history in its atomistic 
elements. This, of course, is precisely the same process which the Muslim juridical tra¬ 
dition followed in its own way in order to establish a normative set of rules for conduct 
in society during the development of the Islamic ethos. 

A comparative approach can be of some significance if the aims and the limitations 
of the method are clearly kept in mind. A successful (that is, meaningful) comparative 
methodology involves analogical comparisons in terms of systems, not in terms of iso¬ 
lated “bits and pieces,” always keeping in mind the suspicion that analogous processes 
within parallel cultural situations are likely to produce similar results. Comparisons 
need not involve the question of “origins” of particular items: the focus of interest 
moves to cultural patterns and symbolic systems. There is, it must be admitted, still a 
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decision to be made regarding the general frameworks which are brought into any com¬ 
parison - in the case of the Qur'an, for example, whether one pursues a context of 
Arabia (however the society of the Arabs be defined: bedouin and/or urban) or a context 
broadly conceived as the ancient Near Eastern religious world which is developed by 
Arkoun (2002: 114-25) into a notion of the “societies of the book.” It is the latter 
which malces good sense of the data and which acloiowledges most profoundly the 
fundamental human religious impulse. 

God as King 

The expression of ideology through symbolism in the ancient world extended to mech¬ 
anisms whereby human standards were supported, enhanced and promoted. Such is 
the common background to the statement “God is King” for which we see analogous 
developments throughout the ancient Near East and beyond. A statement such as “God 
is King” legitimizes Idngship as a human endeavor and sets the bounds for acceptable 
behavior by the human Idng - with the constant recognition that a mere mortal Idng 
will not necessarily reach the level of divine perfection (although, in some societies, the 
elevation of the king to divine status implied just that possibility, of course). The descrip¬ 
tion of God being king (or queen, on some occasions) is found throughout ancient Near 
Eastern literature. Amon, Anu, Ashur, Ea, El, the Hittite gods, Ishtar, Marduk, and 
Nanna are all named as royalty. In the non-biblical ancient Near East, “Kingship 
belongs primarily to heaven, ‘King’ may be first and foremost the title of a ruling deity” 
(Eaton 1990: 379). 

What does it mean to suggest that somebody is a king.? That is, what is the seman¬ 
tic field and the associated imagery which goes along with “kingship”.? Just what is 
meant by kingship.? Power, authority, and justice are all linked in the concept. Kingship 
establishes a relationship between the king himself and the people of his territory, often 
with words such as subjects, servants, slaves, or citizens (the latter suggesting a sense 
of belonging and allegiance). 

The Bible presents, like the Qur'an, a (relatively) static tradition of the expression of 
Near Eastern monotheism. The Bible cannot be presumed to define the range of the 
symbolism said to be analogical to a text such as the Qur'an, even less to provide 
the normative example by which all others may be compared. It does, however, furnish 
a convenient textual source from which comparative insights may begin. Thus, for our 
purposes here, we may observe that the image of a king within biblical vocabulary 
provides the following as being royal characteristics considered desirable for a king: 
wisdom, long life, wealth, strength, majesty, and beauty. Royal trappings spoken of 
include a crown, bracelet, clothing, scepter, throne, platform, palace, and a royal court. 

Eurthermore, in terms of symbolism of the language of the Bible, we must keep in 
mind that the primary focus suggests the qualities of relationship, for the relational 
quality of a symbol - the sense in which one “thing” relates to another through 
metaphor - underlies the entire structure. In that light, G. B. Caird (1980: 177) 
observes that “in the Bible the five metaphors in most common use to express God’s 
relationship with his worshipers are ldng:subject, judge:litigant, husband:wife. 
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father:child, and master:servant.” It is important to remember that, in such analyses, 
we are looking at a whole range of vocabulary which is interlocked into a metaphori¬ 
cal whole. Each of the individual elements themselves may not be significant (or may 
be thought to be given a significance beyond what is called for); however, the point 
remains that when one looks at the vocabulary as a whole, the metaphorical picture 
emerges. 

There are, according to my reading of the Qur’an, three major ranges of symbolism 
used in talking of God in the Qur’an: the divine warrior-ldng, the divine judge, 
and the divine covenantor: that is, in Caird’s terms, king:subject, judge:litigant, and 
master:servant. These three are clearly inter-related and a good deal of overlap may be 
seen between them. Furthermore, such ranges of vocabulary bring us directly into the 
discussion of other central parts of monotheistic symbolism: eschatology, cosmology, 
personal responsibility, and the creation of community. Such a point only emphasizes 
the fact that “Idng” (malik) as a word is not being used simply as a metaphor but rather 
that it conveys an entire symbolic universe conveniently summarized as monotheism. 
Much traditional scholarship has not viewed matters this way; the absence of virtually 
all of the following vocabulary from the “standard” scholarly works on metaphor in the 
Qur’an (see, e.g., Sabbagh 1943; Sister 1931) indicates the limited view of language 
that previous scholarship has labored under. The language of which we speak here has 
been taken as “mere anthropomorphism” for scholarship up to this point and is (thus) 
conceived of as something separate from “metaphor.” 


God is King 

Say; “I find refuge with the Lord of the people, the King of the people, the god of the people, 
from the evil of the slinkering whisperer who whispers in the breasts of the people, of jinn 
and people.” (Q 114:1-6) 

God is king, malik (Q 20:114; 23:116; 59:23; 114:2; in Q 3;36 rnmk is used). Q 
114:1-3 states, “Say: T take refuge with the Lord of men, the King of men, the God of 
men.’ He possesses (always li-lldh; God is generally not described as “ruling” His 
kingdom) a kingdom (mulk) “of the heavens and the earth”: see Q 2:107; 3:189; 5;17, 
18, 40,120; 7;158; 9;116; 24:42; 25;2 etc. Note should also be made of Q 3;26 where 
God is malik al-mulk, and Q 6;73, 17:111, and 22:56 which speak of His kingdom, 
which He holds in His hand according to Q 67:1: “Blessed is He in whose hand is the 
mulk.” He sits upon a throne, kursi (Q 2:25 5 - the throne is “the heavens and the earth”; 
cf. Q 38:34 in reference to Solomon’s throne) and arsh (Q 7:54; 9:129; 10;3; 11:7; 
13:2; 17;42; 20:5; 21;22; 23:86, 116; 25;59; 27;26; 32;4; 39:75; 40:7, 15; 43;82; 
57:4; 69;17; 81;20; 85:15). Eight of those passages are in the context of the creation 
story (O’Shaughnessy 1973), which perhaps suggests we are encountering a remnant 
of an enthronement ritual; most of the others speak of “the Lord of the throne” indi¬ 
cating the close connection between kingship and having a throne. The throne of Idng- 
ship is surrounded by the Idng’s retinue of angels (Q 39;75; 40;7; and 69;17; in the 
latter two verses the angels bear the throne). The image is reinforced in Q 89;22 in 
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which the troops of angels are under the king’s command: “Your Lord comes with the 
angels row by row.” The king sits in charge of his treasuries, khazain (Q 6:50; 11:31), 
and places His adornments, zina, within His Idngdom (Q 7:32; also 0 37;6 where the 
stars are the adornments of heaven). He uses His seal, khatama, to confirm his actions 
(Q 2;7). The same image appears in sealing, dabaa (Q 4;155; 9;93; 16;108; 30;59; 
40;35; 47;16). He can also designate dtd, subsidiary kingships, (Q 2;247-58), and give 
authority, sultm (e.g., Q 3;151; 11;96; 17;80; 23;45; 40;23). 

The main characteristic of the king is found in the exercise of power, quwa, (Q 2;165; 
18;39; 51;58) echoed in the notion of strength, qawd (Q 8;52; 11;66; 22;40 etc.). He 
uses this strength to render His kingdom subservient, sakhkhara, for the benefit of His 
citizens (e.g., Q 22;65; 31;20; 45;12). His citizens are His servants, Wdd(Q 3;182; 8;51; 
37;40 etc.), who serve Him, abada (Q 2;83; 3;64; 4;36 etc.), and who are protected, 
wall, mawld, by their relationship to the Idng (Q 2;107, 120; 3;150; 8;40; 18;44 etc.). 
His citizens are also those who submit, aslama (e.g., Q2;112;3;20;4;125; 27;44; 31;22 
- one always submits one’s wajh, perhaps involdng an image of not gazing upon the 
Idng [see also Rippin 2000]; also Q 16;87, salam), as well as simply his people, nds. In 
controlling the population, the Idng gives permission, idhn, for certain actions (Q 10;59; 
20;109; 24;36; 34;23; 42;21; 53;26; 78;38 and the phrase bi-idhn alldh, passim, e.g., 
Q 2;97, 102, 249, 251), can make a proclamation, adhdn (Q 9;3; verbally in Q 7;167; 
14;7; 41;47), and charges his citizens, kallafa, with responsibilities (Q 2;233, 286; 
6;152; 7;42; 23;62; 65;7). 

The king also manifests His power as a warrior. He has enemies, a £fiT(Q 2;98; 8;60; 
9; 114; 41;19, 28; 60; 1), and He is an enemy of others (Q 2;98; 20;39). Opponents can 
be overthrown, arkasa (Q 4;88), however. In His actions as warrior. He initiates war, 
haraba (Q 2;279), is able to destroy His opponents, dammara (Q 47;10) and ahlaka 
(Q 7;164; 28;78; 67;28); He can seize them, akhadha (Q 3;11; 6;46; 8;52; 40;21-2; 
79;25), and distribute the spoils of war, ajd^’a (Q 33;50; 59;6; 59;7). People are unable 
to defend themselves, mana d (Q 59;2), against His onslaught. He assails, qdtala (Q 9;30; 
63;4), and kills, qatala (Q 8;17), and throws things, ramd (Q 8;17), against the enemy. 


God as Judge 

As king, God also sets the law; He commands, amara (Q 2;27, 67, 222; 4;58; 7;28; 
13;21,25; 16;90), He rules, MkamaiQ 2;113; 4;141; 5;1; 7;87; 10;109; 12;80; 13;41; 
22;69; 39;3; 40;48; and uses of hukm, hakim and hakim), He declares things forbidden, 
harrama (Q 5;72; 6;150, 151; 9;29, 37;’l7;33; 25;68) and nahd{Q 7:20; 60;8, 9), and 
permitted, ahalla (Q 2;275; 5;87; 66; 1). His citizens must obey His commands, atdd (Q 
4;13, 69, 80, etc.); “These are the limits set by God and whoever obeys God and His 
messenger will enter paradise under which rivers flow, abiding therein forever.” 

This imagery of God, the king, then moves quite easily into God, the judge. God 
stands in relationship to his people - his servants, slaves, submitters - not only as Idng 
but also as judge. This, too, is a symbol of ancient heritage, most powerfully, but by no 
means solely, used within eschatology. The role of reward and punishment in this life 
is linked to God maldng decisions on this subject and those people subject to His deci¬ 
sions implore him, via whatever means are available to them, to be merciful. The Idng 
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is the one who is viewed as responsible for establishing, promulgating and enforcing 
the entire judicial system, although in ancient society, as today, lesser officials are actu¬ 
ally responsible for the administration of the law. 

The Qur'an displays an extensive vocabulary which speaks of God in his relation¬ 
ship to humanity within the terms of the judiciary. God decides qadd (Q 40:20, God 
decides with truth, eschatological; Q 15:66 context of Lot; Q 17:4, 23; 33:36; 40:20 
etc.), judges people innocent, barra’a (Q 33:69, context of Moses: also 9:1 but disputed 
as to meaning), pronounces judgment, afatd (Q 4:127, 176, both in a legal context), 
forgives, ghafara (for example, Q 3:135; 4:48; 48:2 etc.; God is al-ghafur), gives charges, 
(Q 4:12, where the word puns with wasTya as an inheritance: that is, God’s wasTya is a 
legacy which people must implement and it is a requirement with which we are 
charged: the verbal use of the second form [wassd] in Q 6:144 and of the fourth form 
[yusiya] in Q 4:11 make this clearer), grants pardons, aju(Q 3:155; 5:95, 101; 9:43; 
God is al-afu, the All-pardoning). One makes a complaint to God in His role as judge, 
ishtakd (Q 58:1; note the use of the first verbal form, to complain to God, Q 12:86) and 
one argues one’s case before Him, jddala (Q 4:109; 11:74; 16:111 eschatological 
setting). God is the reckoner in regard to the decisions He malces, hasib (0 4::6, 86, 33:39 
and God calculates the account, hisdb, Q 2:202; 3:19,199; 5:4; 14:51; 24:39; 40:17). 
God is the one who decides what is just, deeming things aqsat, more just 
(Q 33:5). He has a measure by which He does this, qadr (Q 6:91; 22:74; 39:67). 
Interceding, shafa, is at the discretion of God (Q 10:18; 39:43-4). A judicial context is 
suggested by God bearing witness, shahida (Q 2:140, 204; 3:18, 4:166; 5:106; 9:107; 
11:54; 59:11; 63:1; God is also al-shahid) although the question of to whom God bears 
witness (i.e., who is the judge in such statements) is left open. God also gives testimonies 
shahdda (Q 2:140; 5:106). 

The greatest manifestation of God as judge occurs, of course, in the realm of the 
eschaton about which much has been written (see, e.g., Rippin 1996). Suffice it to 
mention that God rules over the record books and the balance, and makes the final deci¬ 
sion on the fate of the individual. The dimensions of God writing, teaching, blotting out 
and annulling all add to this. 


God and His Covenant 

The imagery of the covenantal aspect of the divine does not clearly separate itself from 
either the kingly aspect or the judging character of God. There is a contractual nature 
underlying the idea of God as the judge such that there is an agreement between God 
and His citizens according to which God will judge. This is the basis of a covenant. Lilce- 
wise, the acceptance of God as king is based upon a covenant agreement of protection 
and honor. Some of the further extensions of the image of covenanting, however, move 
into domestic symbolism for example, suggesting a conceptual range that is distinct. 

The covenants of God, mithdq and dhd, describe a prominent theme in the Qur'an, 
being mentioned some seventy-five times in total. The covenants are agreements which 
God (primarily, although the words are also used in secular contexts: see below) sets up 
and to which people respond, but which implement an obligation on both sides: in 
Q 2:40 God says to the Children of Israel, “fulfill My covenant and I shall fulfill your 
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covenant” ( ahd in both cases). Elements often connected to the idea of a covenant, espe¬ 
cially if such are understood within the context of treaty agreements are to be found 
in the Qur’anic presentation of God, but one would not want to push the connection 
too far since such aspects do not form into one cohesive picture of a treaty-covenant 
but are rather scattered: God swears by things, aqsama (Q 56:75; 69:38; 70:40; 75:1, 
2; 81:15: 84:16; 90:1) and curses, la ana, those who violate His commands - that is, 
those who are unbelievers and thus remain outside His covenant (0 2:88, 159: 4:46, 
52, 118; 5:60; 9:68; 33:57; 47:23 and also seven times nominally), Maldng a breach 
in the covenant, shdqqa, incurs God’s wrath (Q 8:13; 59;4), For those who follow God’s 
will. He is their protector, awld and wall, as well as a guardian, wakil and haflz. The 
imagery here is of a group of people brought together for mutual protection and benefit. 
It has been suggested in previous scholarship that the Qur'an also pictures the primary 
covenant as being between the prophet and God, and through the prophet, the com¬ 
munity is brought into the bond, as in Q 3:81 and 33:7, 


God of the House 

These people exist under the covenant within a domestic arrangement with God: God 
is master, rabb, within God’s house, God’s house, bayt, has been provided for humanity 
in this fife: the heavens are the roof, bina (Q 40:64), and the earth a mattress, firdsh 
(Q 2:22) such that all of creation is God’s handiwork, sun'{Q 27:88): God’s abode, dor, 
will be provided to his servants in the hereafter (e.g,, Q. 2:94; 6:32, 135). The term dor 
al-isldni, while not found in the Qur'an as such, is an extension of the Qur'anic sense 
of domestic space under God’s rule. Dor al-saldm is found in the Qur'an (Q 10:25), and 
may refer to the life of a Muslim in the here and now, God is the fight, nxir, in this domain 
(Q 5:15; 9;32; 24:35; 61:8). 

Within His covenantal relationship in his house, God is the provider of sustinence, 
rizq (e,g., Q 2:212; 3;37) the absence of which he lets the disobedient taste, adhdqa (Q 
16;112; 39:26), All the world provides the bounties of God,dla{Q 7:69, 74), the sacred 
things, hurumdt (Q 22:30), and the bounds, MdM (Q 2:187, 229, 230; 4:13; 9;112; 
58;4; 65:1). There is, therefore, manifested within such language, a fatherly image of 
the old man who takes care of his household by providing what is required. But this is 
as far as the fatherly image goes: it remains within a range that may be associated with 
the provider of a covenant without suggesting the establishment of a family bond. 
Finally, it may be noted that God is lord, rabb (used twenty times), but He is not 
shepherd, a fact which emphasizes the urban orientation of much of the Qur'anic 
symbolism, as illustrated more fully by the commercial symbolism associated with 
eschatology (Rippin 1996). 


The Meaning of the Symbolic God 

It may be seen that the symbolism of “God is king” stretches widely in the Qur'an with 
an emphasis on the role of the Idng as warrior but extending into the other dimensions 
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of the judge and the covenantor. These three ranges do not, of course, exhaust the 
Qur'anic language of speaking of God: God tallcs, calls, answers, sees, hears, lives, 
blesses, helps, gives hfe, creates - all elements which could be argued to combine to say 
that God lives a moral life although this is a life which is not our human life because it 
is “up there” from where things must be sent down, nazzala, anzala, and to where they 
must be raised up, raja a. As G. B. Caird (1980: 178; also see McFague 1982:149-50) 
has said, “the application of these terms [of human existence] to God establishes ideal 
and absolute standards which can be used as instruments for the remaking of man in 
God’s likeness.” 

As humans, we wish to think of God - and language is used in such a way as to 
express our wishes - through the most powerful symbols available. The figure of God, 
the “king,” presents the ultimate vision of kingship, fuffilling every human expectation 
and going beyond them. God is the ideal king; God is the enactment of the moral stance 
to which human kings may aspire but which they will never attain. In spealdng of the 
biblical usage of image for God, Caird (1980; 19) suggests that, 

[wjhen the Bible calls God judge, king, father or husband it is, in the first instance, using 
the human known to throw light on the divine unknown, and particularly God’s attitude 
to his worshippers. But no sooner has the metaphor travelled from earth to heaven than 
it begins the return journey to earth, bearing with it an ideal standard by which the 
conduct of human judges, kings, fathers and husbands is to be assessed. 

Underlying this is a point that is the central teaching of the Near Eastern monotheist 
tradition: that we are, as individuals, responsible for our fate both in this world and the 
next. There is no special power which is going to make us into what we are not: not 
even kings are excluded from this reality. The empowering and explanatory power of 
this myth comes in its provision of a resolution of human despair and alienation, by 
putting off that resolution until the hereafter, in which God, as King, will enact the 
fullest and most moral rule, enacting fully what it means to be a king. But the point 
would seem to be more, for the symbolism also conveys an ethic for practice. The stress 
falls, symbolically, on fairness: God deals with us fairly in His role as a king (and thus 
the emphasis on judgeship also): so, too, should we deal fairly with our fellow humans. 
This is an element of the teaching regarding personal responsibility. The symbolism not 
only makes the reader aware of a dimension of fife beyond the mundane and her 
responsibility in regards to it, but also of the significance of this fife as a reflection of 
the divine realm. 

Such observations apply to all language about God. But the question remains of the 
Qur'an’s special contribution to the discussion. There are a few remarkable areas of 
absence of symbolism related to God, although they need more exploration and docu¬ 
mentation than the present context allows. Enthronement, a central motif of biblical 
kingship in speaking of God, is present only to the extent of the central part played by 
the throne itself. There is no liturgical invocation of the process of becoming king, 
so crucial In the biblical picture (Eaton 1990: 381). The linking of this process in the 
Bible to “anointing” (a particularly Christian notion in which Jesus as God is the kingly 
David, not a motif of the Hebrew Bible), however, may well provide the clue as to the 
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“truncated” nature of this reference. This is especially so when the other major range 
of symbolism which is absent is noted: the fact that there is hardly any family imagery 
for God in the Qur’an is unmistalcable. Certainly God loves, ahabba (also hubb), and 
shows compassion, rahma etc., towards His people to whom He also extends a bond, habl 
(Q 3:103,112) and he is the guardian, hafiz (Q 42:6; also hafiz, Q 12:64) and also Lord 
(rabb), but God is not the father. He is not married to his people. His sons do not popu¬ 
late the earth. The Qur’an, it must be concluded, spealcs from a “sectarian milieu,” as 
Wansbrough has felicitously put it, within the Arkounian “societies of the book”: the 
avoidance of ranges of symbolism in talking of God that resound powerfully within 
Christian circles is conspicuous. 

It is at this point that we must deal with the argument that history must play a role 
in Interpretation: the suggestion may be put forth that Idngship was a concept familiar 
to the seventh-century Arabs, having at least been known from South Arabia. Thus, it 
might be said, the image of kingship should not be contextualized with the ancient Near 
East but within seventh-century Arabia and the absence of certain themes such as 
enthronement and family relations reflects a historical situation familiar to the Arabs 
at the time of revelation. Such, of course, may be true but, as a reading strategy, it iso¬ 
lates one factor without taking into account a sufficiently broad vision of what the 
Qur’an is about. Qnce again, this is also a situation which the Muslim interpretive tra¬ 
dition has encouraged in its historicization of the text of the Qur’an, most fully embed¬ 
ded in the sTra material and the concept of the asbdb al-nuzul (“occasions of revelation”). 

The issue of what to make of all this must be taken much further, however. Under¬ 
standing the nature of metaphor and symbol, especially in relationship to speaking of 
God, has a number of implications. Metaphors come and go in language and in culture, 
reflecting the priorities and principles of a historical age. In discussing these issues in 
the context of Christianity, Sallie McFague (1987) raises the point of whether these 
metaphors are appropriate to today’s world. Speaking from an ecological and feminist 
position, McFague argues that models of God based upon male, kingly domination 
of the world and of women are destructive, not only to the potential of one-half of 
the human population but also to the earth as a place of human habitation. “[I]n the 
monarchical model, God is distant from the world, related only to the human world, 
and controls that world through domination and benevolence” (McFague 1987: 65). 
She suggests that the process of deconstructing the metaphors which we have inher¬ 
ited from the ancient Near East is essential to human survival. But, what is more, we 
must re-mythologize in a manner appropriate to today’s ethos and ethic. She proposes 
the profoundly appropriate metaphor - within the Christian context certainly - of “the 
world as God’s body” and of “God the mother.” To what extent such metaphors would 
be productive within an Islamic context is a matter for continued discussion and debate. 


Note 

1 The isolation of the vocabulary treated in this essay is facilitated by the concordance con¬ 
structed by Kassis (1983: 3-99) which separates out aU the verbal roots used in association 
with God. 
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CHAPTER 15 


Prophets and Prophethood 

Uri Rubin 


Stories about the Prophets 

The Qur'an abounds with stories about prophets who have been sent by God before 
Muhammad. The reports about them, it is asserted, are being related to Muhammad by 
God (Q 7:101; 11:100, 120; 18:13; 20:99). They are sometimes described as “stories 
of the unseen,” because they happened long ago and the prophet did not witness them 
in person (Q 3:44 [of Maryam]; Q 11:49 [of Noah]; Q 12:102 [of Joseph]), The infor¬ 
mation about the prophets is imparted to Muhammad “to strengthen” his heart there¬ 
with (Q 11:120), as well as to teach the audience the bitter lesson of disobedience which 
already led ancient towns to destruction (Q 7:101; 9:70). 

Many of the stories draw on biblical themes. Some appear in a condensed form, while 
other stories, such as those of Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, are given in elaborate detail 
and even with subtle revisions of the biblical accounts. Elements not known from the 
Bible appear mainly in stories about the non-biblical prophets Hud and Salih. 

The Qur'an is aware of the affinity between the stories about the prophets and bib¬ 
lical literature, for which reason the Jews and the Christians are called upon to testify 
to the truth of the Qur'anic allusions to the previous prophets. This is, at least, how 
Muslim exegetes explain the meaning of Q 16:43 (see also Q 21:7) which says: ‘And 
We did not send before you any but humans to whom We sent revelation: so ask the 
people of the reminder if you do not know.” The exegetes (e.g., fbn al-Jawzi 1984: IV, 
449; al-QurtubI 1967: X, 108) say that the “people of the reminder” (ahl al-dhikr) are 
believers from the People of the Book, that is, Jews and Christians well versed in the 
Torah and the Gospel, which means that they know the history of the prophets from 
their own scriptures, and can confirm the truth of the Qur'anic allusions to them. 

The list of prophets mentioned in the Qur'an is not complete, in the sense that some 
of them were left out on purpose. This is stated in Q 40:78 (see alsoQ4:164): ‘And cer¬ 
tainly We sent apostles before you: there are some of them of whom We related to you 
and there are others of whom We have not related to you.” Some exegetes explain that 
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the prophets were too many to mention, and according to some, there were 124,000 
prophets (al-BaydawI 1988: II, 346). Others suggest that some prophets were not dis¬ 
tinguished enough to be mentioned, as in the case of a prophet who was an Ethiopian 
slave (al-Suyutr 1985: V, 357). 


Status of the Prophets 

The prophets emerge in succession. The Qur'an says that they were sent “one after 
another (Q 2:87), or “one by one” (Q 23:44), Moreover, the prophets belong to the same 
genealogical descent. Thus Q 19:58 reads: “These are the prophets on whom God 
bestowed favors, of the seed of Adam, and of those whom We carried with Noah, and 
of the seed of Abraham and Israel.” The same idea is conveyed in Q 6:84, in which it 
is stated about Abraham: ‘And We gave to him Isaac and Jacob; each did We guide, and 
Noah We guided before, and of his descendants David and Solomon and Job and Joseph 
and Aaron.” 

The fact that the prophets are said to have been “guided” by God means that they 
represent a divinely chosen pedigree, as is indicated, for example, in Q 3:33-4: “Surely 
God chose (istafa) Adam and Noah and the house of Abraham and the house of Tmran 
above all beings. (They are) the offspring one of the other.” The chosen prophetic 
lineage begins here with Adam, which indicates that he too is considered a prophet. 
The house of Tmran stands for Moses (the son of the biblical Amram), but can also 
refer to Jesus whose mother Mary is considered a member of that house. 

The verb istafa, which signifies here divine election, recurs in more verses dealing 
with prophets, as well as with angels. Thus in Q 22:75 it is stated that God chooses 
(yastafl) messengers from among the angels and from among the people. The same verb 
is used to describe election of individual prophets, such as Abraham (Q 2:130), Moses 
(Q 7:144) and Mary (Q 3:42), as well as of kings, namely Saul (Talut) (Q 2:247). 

Another verb, ijtaba, also denotes divine election of prophets, such as Adam (Q 
20:122), Abraham (Q 16:121), Joseph (Q 12:6) and Jonah (Q 68:50). Less frequent is 
the verb ikhtara which denotes the same type of divine election (Q 44:32), and describes 
the election of Moses (Q 2 0:13). The latter’s election is also conveyed by the verb Mam a 
(Q 20:41). 

The divine election of the prophets provides them with abilities not shared by ordi¬ 
nary humans. This pertains mainly to knowledge of the unseen. Thus in Q 72:26-7 it 
is stated that God knows the unseen, and He does not reveal His secrets to anyone, 
except to an apostle with whom He is well pleased. In Q 3:179 we are told again that 
God does not make people acquainted with the unseen, but He “chooses (yajtabl) of His 
apostles whom He pleases.” 


Virtues of Individual Prophets 

Some prophets possess unique traits that mark their singular status among the rest of 
the prophets. Abraham is described in Q 4:125 as one whom God took as a friend 
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{khalll). Moses is described as “pure” (Q 19:51), and as one whom God brought near in 
communion (Q 19:52), and with whom God spoke (kallama) (Q 4:164). This is the origin 
of Moses’ title, kalTm Allah, by which he is known in Islamic tradition. Tradition also 
elaborates on Moses’ communion with God. 

Later tradition has provided Muhammad with a title of his own, namely, hahib Allah 
(“God’s beloved”), which together with the previous prophets, completes the unique 
group of prophets having an intimate relationship with God. In fact, Muslim tradition 
has elaborated on Muhammad’s honorific titles and produced long lists of them. 

The guided and divinely chosen prophets possess moral virtues that render them 
immune to misbehavior of any kind. Thus in Q 3:161 it is stated that it is not attribut¬ 
able to a prophet that he should act unfaithfully. The election of the prophets has made 
them belong to the righteous, a fact stated regarding several of them, for example 
Zechariah, John, Jesus, Elias (Q 6:85), and others. John is described in Q 3:39 as hon¬ 
orable and chaste and a prophet from among the righteous. Some of them are also 
described as truthful, as are Abraham (Q 19:41) and Idris (Q 19:56). Ishmael is 
described in Q 19:54 as “truthful in his promise.” 


Ranks of Prophets 

The existence of distinguished groups among the prophets is a fact which the Qur an 
declares openly. Q 17:55 states that God has made some of the prophets to excel others, 
and in Q 2:253 the same statement is repeated, alongside names of some of the 
excelling prophets: “We have made some of these apostles to excel the others, among 
them are they to whom God spoke (kallama), and some of them He exalted by (many 
degrees of) rank: and We gave clear arguments to Jesus son of Mary, and strengthened 
him with the Holy Spirit.” 

A special group of God’s messengers is mentioned in Q 46:35, being called “those 
endowed with constancy (hlu 7- azm).” The Qur'an says that they have borne patiently 
(the hardships of their mission), and Muslim exegetes are not unanimous as to who 
they were. Some say that they were those who established a law (sharia) among their 
nations, like Noah, Abraham, Moses, Jesus, as well as Muhammad. Others hold that 
they were those who suffered the hardest trials, or the deepest remorse. In the latter 
case, they include Jacob, Joseph, Job, and David, in addition to the five prophets already 
mentioned. But still others contend that all the prophets were ulu 7- azm (for the various 
views see al-QurtubI 1967: XVI, 220-1). 


Modes of Prophetic Revelation 

Various verbs convey the idea of prophetic revelation, the most frequent being those 
derived from the root n-z-l, namely, nazzala and anzala. They denote an act of bringing 
down, which means that the prophetic revelation is perceived as being sent down from 
heaven. Occasionally, the revelation itself is described as descending (nazala, tanazzala), 
without specifying the agent that causes it to come down. A common name of the 
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Qur'anic revelation is tanzil (e.g., Q 20:4; 26:192; 32:2, etc.), that is, “bringing down.” 
A less common name is amr (“affair”), which in Q 65:12 is said to have been descend¬ 
ing (yatamzzalu) through the seven heavens. Some exegetes explain that the “affair” 
stands here for divine revelation that is being brought down from heaven to earth 
(Muqatil 1989: IV, 367). 

Revelation originates in God, as is indicated in verses in which God speaks in the first 
person: “I have sent down (the Qur’an)” (Q 2:41), and more often: “We have sent down 
(the Qur’an)” (e.g., Q 44:3; 76:23; 97:1). But revelation does not come down directly 
to the prophets. The intermediate agents are the angels. God sends them down with the 
revelations, as is implied in Q 16:2: “He sends down {yumzzilu) the angels with the spirit 
by His commandment on whom He pleases of His servants ...” Muslim exegetes hold, 
however, that only Gabriel is meant here, the angel who was commissioned to bring 
down prophetic revelations, or the “spirit,” to Muhammad (e.g., Ibn al-Jawzi 1984: IV, 
428). In Q 16:102 the agent bringing down (nazzalahu) the Qur’anic revelation is 
himself called “the holy spirit {ruh al-qudus), which is again interpreted as an epithet of 
Gabriel (e.g., Ibn al-JawzT 1984: IV, 491). The same applies to Q 26:193, in which the 
revelation is brought down {nazala bihi) by the “faithful spirit” (al-ruh al-amln; e.g., Ibn 
al-jawzi 1984: VI, 144). Similarly, the exegetes say that it is Gabriel who says to the 
prophet in Q 19:64: “We do not descend (with revelations) but by the command of your 
Lord” (e.g., Ibn al-jawzi 1984: V, 248-9). 

As far as Muhammad’s own prophetic experience is concerned, the process of 
sending down revelations ends at the prophet’s heart, and Gabriel is mentioned explic¬ 
itly as the one who brings it down to him (Q 2:97). The Qur’an provides specific, though 
not entirely coherent, details of the time when the revelation began coming down to 
Muhammad. This took place either on a “blessed night” (Q 44:3), or on laylat al-qadr, 
the “night of power” (Q 97:1), or during the month of Ramadan (Q 2:185). Most 
exegetes explain that all passages refer to one and the same night, namely laylat al-qadr 
which falls in Ramadan (e.g., Ibn al-jawzi 1984: VII, 336 [on Q 44:3]; I, 187 [on Q 
2:185]). 

There are various terms denoting the actual revelation that is being brought down. 
Most often it is called “signs” (dydt, e.g., Q 57:9, etc.), which commentators of the 
Qur’an have identified with the Qur’anic verses (Ibn al-jawzi 1984: VIII, 163). Else¬ 
where, what God sends down is called siira (Q 9:86 etc.), which term came to be iden¬ 
tified with the Qur’anic chapters, and most obviously, the term Qur’an, too, stands for 
something which God sends down (Q 76:23). Another locution standing for a whole 
unit of revelations being sent down is kitdb, a “book,” or “scripture” (e.g., Q 7:2), Spe¬ 
cific scriptures, namely “the Torah and the Gospel,” are also described as being sent 
down by God (Q 3:3-4), which implies that all monotheistic scriptures represent the 
same divine revelation. Metaphorical terms are also used to describe a descending reve¬ 
lation, one of which being the somewhat obscure title furqdn (Q 3:4). Some exegetes 
have explained it in the sense of a scripture distinguishing between truth and falsehood 
(Ibn al-jawzi 1984:1, 350). “Light” (ndr) is also a name for the guiding revelation that 
God has sent down (Q 64:8). 

Another widely current verb denoting the act of providing revelation is awhd, with 
wahy as the noun denoting the revelation itself. The verb means to “prompt,” “inspire,” 
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or “suggest,” but it is not confined to prophetic revelations. Occasionally it simply 
means to “instruct,” or “command,” as in Q 8:12 in which God instructs (yiiln) the 
angels to support the believers. In Q 99:5 God instructs (awM) earth to tell its story on 
the day of resurrection, and in Q 16:68 He instructs (awhd) the bee to make hives in 
the mountains, etc. Even when prophets are addressed, the verb awhd can be a request 
to act rather than imparting a text for recitation. Thus in Q 23:27 God instructs 
(awhaynd) Noah to malce the Ark, and in Q 7:117 God prompts (awhaynd) Moses to cast 
his rod. An act designated as awhd can also be performed by humans. In Q 19:11, for 
example, Zechariah signals (awhd) to his people that they should glorify God morning 
and evening. In most cases, however, awhd stands for an act performed by God Himself, 
as in Q 41:12, Here God reveals (awhd) the “affair” (amr) of the seven heavens, that is, 
enjoins His commandment on the heavens. But what God reveals mostly as wahy is the 
prophetic inspiration itself. This is the case in Q 42:52 in which God reveals (awhaynd) 
a “spirit” to His prophet. The spirit has been interpreted here as standing for the 
Qur'anic revelation (Ibn al-JawzT 1984: VII, 298). This accords with Q 53:4-5 in which 
the Qur'an is explicitly described as a revelation (wahy) that is revealed (yuhd). In Q 
35:31 it is the “book” that has been revealed as wahy. 

The revelation (wahy) of a given Qur'anic passage can be a prolonged process, as is 
the case with the revelation to Muhammad. He is advised not to make haste before 
the process is completed (Q 20:114). When the reception of the wahy is completed the 
prophet is supposed to recite it in public (Q 29:45). The same process of wahy was expe¬ 
rienced also by previous prophets, as is stated in Q 4:163: “Surely We have revealed 
(awhaynd) to you as We revealed to Noah, and the prophets after him, and We 
revealed to Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and the tribes, and Jesus and 
Job and Jonah and Aaron and Solomon.” 

The wahy does not always come directly from God to the prophets. An angel acting 
as God’s messenger may deliver the divine wahy to them. This comes out in Q 42:51, in 
which it is stated: “It is not for any mortal that God should spealc to them, except by 
inspiration (wahy) or from behind a veil (hijdb), or by sending a messenger (rasid), to 
reveal (fa-yuMya) by His permission what he will.” The exegetes say that the messenger 
delivering the wahy is Gabriel (Ibn al-Jawzi 1984: VII, 297). 

As for the contents of what is being revealed as wahy, in some cases it consists of the 
sheer idea of monotheism. Thus in Q 21:108 it is stated: “Say: It is only revealed (yuhd) 
to me that your God is one God.” In other cases the wahy revolves around specific legal 
obligations. God reveals (awhaynd) to the previous prophets “the doing of good and the 
keeping up of prayer and the giving of alms” (Q 21:73). The Qur'an repeats several 
times the injunction given to the prophet to follow what has been revealed (yuhd) to him 
(e.g., Q 10:109: 33:2, etc.). 

In Q 17:39 the content of the wahy is defined as “wisdom,” which seems to refer to 
moral lessons which must be derived from the history of past generations. This is con¬ 
firmed by the fact that in Q 11:49 the wahy consists of “accounts of the unseen,” i.e. 
stories of the history of past generations which are now being revealed to the prophet. 
The stories deal with sinful nations which God punished and destroyed because they 
had rejected their prophets. 

There are also other, less frequent, terms of prophetic revelation, one of which being 
to “cast” (alqd), as in Q 40:15. Here God is said to have cast “the inspiration by His 
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command upon whom He pleases of His servants.” In Q 28:86 it is the Book that 
has been cast unto the prophet, while in Q 77:5 some unspecified persons are men¬ 
tioned who are described as “casting the reminder” (fa’l-mulqiyM dhikr). The exegetes 
say that the “reminder” signifies the prophetic inspiration, and that those who cast 
it are the angels who deliver it to God’s prophets and messengers (Ibn al-jawzi 1984: 
Viri, 446). 

“To give” (dta), may also signal prophetic revelation, as is the case in Q 2:8 7, in which 
God “gives” Moses “the book,” Another verb, alhama (root: l-h-m), also denotes divine 
inspiration, but not specifically prophetic. Thus in Q 91:8 it is indicated that God has 
inspired (fa-alhamahd) the human soul to understand what is right and wrong for it. 

Dreams (ru’yd) may also function as prophetic visions. Abraham found out by such 
a dream that he had to sacrifice his son (Q 37:105), and Muhammad Imew from his 
own dream that he was about to enter Mecca safely (Q 48:27), Another vision of the 
prophet, which is mentioned in Q 17:60, was interpreted by some exegetes as referring 
to his nocturnal journey and ascension, while others explained that it was the same 
dream that foretold Muhammad’s conquest of Mecca (Ibn al-Jawzi 1984: V, 53-4). 

The Qur’an is also aware of false revelations which seem prophetic but come 
from Satan, which means that only a thin line separates genuine divine inspiration from 
Satanic temptation. This is demonstrated in the fact that the Qur’an uses the same 
vocabulary for the Godly as well as the Satanic spheres. Thus satans (shaydtin), like God, 
can deliver wahy (Q 6:112, 121) which is deceiving in its varnished outward appear¬ 
ance. But the more common verb denoting satanic inspiration is waswasa, to “whisper” 
(e.g., Q 7:20; 20:120.). Satan also casts (alqd) his own verses into genuine revelations 
received by every prophet, “but God annuls that which Satan casts” (Q 22:52). More¬ 
over, the satans can be God’s messengers, but He sends (yursilu) them against the 
unbelievers (Q 19:83). 

The distinction between a true prophet and other persons endowed with unique 
spiritual powers is also stated very clearly, in passages stressing that Muhammad’s 
prophetic message is not the words of a kdhin (“soothsayer”), neither of a poet nor a 
majnm, that is, a madman possessed by demons (Q 52:29; 69:41-2; 81:22), 

Imposters are severely denounced. Q 6:93 states: ‘And who is more unjust than he 
who forges a fie against God, or says: ‘It has been revealed (uhiya) to me;’ while nothing 
has been revealed to him, and he who says; I can bring down {sa-unzilu) the like of what 
God has brought down {anzala)?” The exegetes say that this passage refers to persons 
like Musaylima and others who pretended to receive revelations similar to those of 
Muhammad (Ibn al-jawzi 1984: III, 86). 


Revealed Scriptures 

The core of the prophetic revelation consists in revealed scriptures which are sometimes 
(e.g., Q 3:184) referred to as zubur (singular zabur), or suMf (singular salufa). The latter 
term signifies “scrolls,” as, for example, in Q 87:19 in which the scrolls of Abraham 
and Moses are mentioned. 

The most frequent name for a revealed scripture is kitdb, namely, something which 
has been written down, or simply a “book.” A kitdb is always of high solemnity. It may 
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stand for the written list of deeds which determines the destiny of all people on the day 
of resurrection (e.g., Q 39:69), or the pre-existent divine Book in which the pre¬ 
ordained law of God has been recorded. This is, at least, how Muslim exegetes explain 
the locution “book of God” in Q 33:6 (also Q 30:56), which, so they hold, is identical 
with the “guarded tablet” (lawh mahfuz) mentioned in Q 85:22 (Ibn al-jawzi 1984: VI, 
354), The Qur’an is said to have formed part of this tablet (Q 85:21), so that this 
revealed book is actually a reflection of a celestial text. Another locution which is taken 
to refer to the original celestial version of the universal book is umm al-kitab mentioned 
in Q 43:4. Here it is stated that the Qur an is in the umm al-kitab “with Us, truly ele¬ 
vated, full of wisdom.” The exegetes maintain that it is another name for the tablet, the 
origin of all revealed books (Ibn al-Jawzi 1984: VII, 302). 

The divine origin of the Qur’anic revelation comes out in the idea that no one can 
alter God’s words as revealed to Muhammad: “Recite what has been revealed to you of 
the book of your Lord; there is none who can alter His words ..(Q 18:2 7). God sent 
down the book to Muhammad without any “crookedness” (Q 18:1), so that the revealed 
Qur’an has remained faithful to the original message of the divine book. In other words, 
the book was sent down to Muhammad “with the truth” (e.g., Q 39:2, etc.). It has also 
been sent down as a “blessed” (mubdrak) book (e.g., Q 6:155; 38:29), and as a book 
“conformable” in its various parts (Q 39:23). 

Not just the Qur’an but any other revealed book is of the same divine origin, for 
which reason the Qur’an recognizes the authenticity of previous revelations, saying 
that previous messengers, too, brought their peoples “clear arguments, scriptures, and 
the illuminating book” (Q 35:25, see also Q 3:184; 57:25). 

Being an essential component of the prophetic message, the term kitdb often appears 
side by side with the term nubuwwa (“prophethood”), and both are perceived as com¬ 
ponents of a divine legacy that runs in a genealogical line of a chosen pedigree. Thus 
in Q 29:27, prophethood and the book are said to have remained in the seed of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The same is said of the offspring of Noah and Abraham 
(Q 57:26). The book is therefore a divine legacy which God has bequeathed to whom 
he chose of his servants (Q 35:32). 

Of the previous prophets, Moses in particular is mentioned as one whom God gave 
the book (Q 2:87). His book is described as “a light and a guidance to the people” 
(Q6:91). 

Apart from the term kitab, previous scriptures are also mentioned by their indi¬ 
vidual titles, such as the Torah (tawrdt) of the Israelite prophets (Q 5:44), David’s 
Zabiir (Psalms) (Q 4:163; 17;55) and Jesus’ Gospel (Injll). About the latter it is stated 
that it was full of guidance and light (Q 5;46). 


Prophets and Messengers 

Two major terms that describe the mission of the Qur’anic prophets are nabl, “a 
prophet,” and rasul, “a messenger” or “apostle.” As in the New Testament, in which 
apostles seem to rank higher than prophets (e.g., 1 Corinthians 12;28-31;cf. Ephesians 
3;5; 4:11), in the Qur’an, too, rasul seems to be somewhat more elevated than nabl. 
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This is indicated, to begin with, in the fact that whenever both titles appear together, 
rasul comes first, which may suggest that a messenger is more important than a 
prophet. Thus Q 22:52 describes Satan’s attempts to lead astray any apostle {rasid) or 
prophet (mbi) who was sent before Muhammad. The Muslim commentators say that 
in this verse rasiil stands for a prophet having a message that must be delivered, whereas 
nabi has no such message. More specifically, al-Baydawl (d. 685-716/1282-1316) 
says that rasiil is a prophet who establishes a new sharia (religious law), whereas 
nabi is he who continues an old one. This means, al-BaydawI says, that rasul is more 
distinguished than nabi, and therefore there were more anbiya (“prophets”) than rusul 
(“messengers”). Or, he adds, a rasul receives his revelation from an angel, whereas 
a prophet experiences revelation only in dreams (al-BaydawI 1988: II, 92-3 [on 
Q 22:52]). 

The titles rasiil and nabi may also overlap and even refer to one and the same person, 
in which case, rasiil again comes first. This applies to Moses, about whom it is stated in 
Q 19:51 that he was “an apostle, a prophet.” The same is stated about Ishmael (Q 
19:54), as well as about Muhammad (Q 7:157). The combination of the two in one 
person is perhaps designed to indicate that this person belongs to the messengers 
among the prophets. 

But not every messenger of God is also a prophet. God is said to have made the angels 
“messengers flying on wings, two, and three, and four” (Q 35:1). As God’s messengers, 
the angels bring good tidings to Abraham about the birth of Isaac and Jacob, and they 
also destroy the people of Lot (e.g., Q 11:69-81, etc.). God also sends angels to guard 
people as well as to receive their souls at the moment of death (Q 6:61, 7:37). Their 
primary role as God’s messengers is to inspect and write down the deeds of every 
human being (Q 10:21; 43:80). 

The Qur’an is careful to draw a clear fine between God’s immortal and mortal mes¬ 
sengers. Prophets can only be mortal, because angels, the Qur’an says (Q 17:95), do 
not walk about on earth as ordinary dwellers, for which reason people cannot grasp 
their physical presence. Therefore, God does not send down angels to be His sent 
prophets. 

Angels do, however, bring down prophetic revelations in their capacity as God’s mes¬ 
sengers, but they do not deliver them directly to the people, only to single human 
prophets. The Qur’an mentions the “word” (yawl), i.e. prophetic message, of one 
particular “honored messenger” (Q 69:40: 81:19). Some exegetes have identified this 
messenger with the angel Gabriel whose mission was to reveal the Qur’an to 
Muhammad (Muqatil 1989: IV, 425). But Gabriel’s task as God’s messenger is not con¬ 
fined to prophetic revelations. He is also said to have been referred to in Q 19:19, in 
which God’s messenger comes to Mary to give her a son (Jesus). Even the rasul 
mentioned in the story of the golden calf (Q 20:96) was said to have been Gabriel 
(al-QurtubI 1967: XI, 239). 

God started sending prophets after humanldnd became separated, when the Initial 
state of righteousness was replaced by moral corruption. This is at least how some 
exegetes explain Q 2:213 in which it is stated: “The people were (united in) one nation, 
then (they became divided, and) God sent the prophets to bear good tidings and to 
warn” (Ibn al-jawzi 1984:1, 229). 
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Scope of the Prophetic Mission 

In Q 33:7 God makes a special covenant (mlthaq) with the prophets: ‘And when We 
made a covenant with the prophets and with you [= Muhammad], and with Noah and 
Abraham and Moses and Jesus son of Mary, and We made with them a firm covenant.” 
According to the commentators (e.g., al-QurtubI 1967: XIV, 127), the prophets under¬ 
took in this covenant to fulfill their mission faithfully. 

The prophets are sent each to his own nation (umma) or people (qawm). This comes 
out in verses asserting that each nation has its own prophets sent toit(Q10:47;16:36), 
and that every apostle was only sent “with the language of his people” (Q 14:4). Thus 
Moses, for example, says to his people that he is God’s messenger to them (Q 61:5). 
Moreover, some prophets are described as the “brothers” of the peoples to whom they 
were sent (Q26:106,161,etc.). This is again an appropriate precedent for Muhammad, 
the Arabian prophet who has brought to his nation an Arabic Qur'an (e.g., Q 12:2). 
His Arabic Qur'an was revealed to him that he may warn “the mother of cities” (umm 
al-qura) (Q 42:7; see also Q 6:92), which is Mecca, according to the exegetes (Ibn al- 
Jawzi 1984: VII, 273). 

But unlike the previous prophets, Muhammad appears in some other passages as a 
universal prophet whose mission goes beyond ethnic boundaries. In Q 4:79 he is said 
to have been sent “to mankind as an apostle,” and in Q 21:107 he is sent with mercy 
“to the worlds.” His audience includes the jinn (Q 46:30), to whom messengers of their 
own kind were also sent (Q 6:130). 


Aims of the Prophetic Mission 

The purpose for which the Qur'anic prophet has been sent is to make God’s religion, 
i.e. Islam, prevail over all religions (Q 9:33; 48:28: 61:9). This may involve waging war 
on the infidels, as is stated about the preceding prophets in Q 3:146: “And how many 
a prophet has fought, and with them were many worshippers of the Lord; so the 
(prophets) did not become weak-hearted on account of what befell them in God’s way, 
nor did they weaken, nor did they abase themselves; and God loves the patient.” 

In other Qur'anic passages, however, the religious campaign is based on preaching 
and is focused on the mere idea of monotheism and on the refutation of polytheism 
(shirk). Several times the previous prophets are described as imploring their respective 
peoples to “serve nothing but God” (e.g., Q 41:14). God also tells Muhammad himself 
that this was the main mission of the prophets who were sent before him (Q 21:25, 
etc.), and he himself says to his audience: “I am only a mortal like you; it is revealed to 
me that your God is one God, therefore follow the right way to Him and ask His for¬ 
giveness; and woe to the polytheists (mushrikm)’’ (Q 41:6; see also Q18:110). 

Qn the other hand, the mission of the prophets has also a grimmer aspect, namely, 
to warn stubborn unbelievers of their fate in hell, in case they do not repent. But 
the warning usually goes hand in hand with good tidings for those who believe (in 
paradise). Thus Q 6:48, for example, asserts that God’s messengers were sent as 
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“announcers of good news and givers of warning, then whoever believes and acts 
aright, they shall have no fear, nor shall they grieve” (see also Q 4:165; 18:56, etc.). 
The same twofold message was entrusted with Muhammad (Q 33:45, 48:8). 

The messengers are responsible neither for the success nor failure of therr message, 
and the Qur'an repeatedly asserts that nothing is incumbent upon the apostles except 
a plain delivery (e.g., Q 16:35, etc.). Furthermore, the apostles are not even capable of 
changing the fate awaiting the unbelievers: “It is not (lit) for the prophet and those who 
believe that they should ask forgiveness for the polytheists, even though they should be 
near relatives, after it has become clear to them that they are inmates of the flaming 
fire” (Q 9:113: cf.Q 9:80, 84), 

At the last judgment, believers and unbelievers will realize that the apostles had 
spoken the truth about their respective fate in paradise or hell (Q 7:43, 53; 36:52). The 
prophets themselves will be present on the scene of judgment and will act as witnesses 
as to who is righteous and who is a sinner (e.g., Q 4:41; 7:6; 16:84, 89). But accord¬ 
ing to Q 5:109, the messengers will not dare testify, and God Himself will know what 
the people were doing. But mercy is also a significant component of the prophetic 
message, and emanates mainly from the guidance that is inherent in the revealed book. 
This is stated in Q 16:89: “We have revealed the book to you explaining clearly every¬ 
thing, and a guidance and mercy and good news for those who are Muslims.” 

Being the ultimate source of guidance, some prophets are occasionally described as 
imams who guide the people by God’s command (Q 21:73), and their revealed book, 
too, is called “imam and mercy” (Q 11:17; 46:12). Guidance is achieved by the actual 
teaching of the book, and therefore Muhammad is often described as a messenger 
teaching “the book and the wisdom” (Q 2:129, 151; 3;164, etc.). 

A prophet is not only a spiritual guide but a judge too, whose adjudication is based 
on the revealed book. This was the case among the Jews for whom the prophets judged 
according to the revealed Torah (Q 5;44; 2:213), and the same is said about 
Muhammad to whom God revealed the book “that you may judge between people by 
means of that which God has taught you” (Q 4:105). 


Signs and Miracles 

God not only provides His messengers with the prophetic inspiration but He also stays 
with them when they deliver His message. As is formulated in Q 72:27-8: “For surely 
He makes a guard to march before (His messenger) and after him, so that He may know 
that they have truly delivered the messages of their Lord.” The “guards” accompany¬ 
ing the prophets are said to be the angels, and elsewhere it is asserted that God is always 
aware of what His apostles are doing (Q 23:51). God’s presence renders His apostles 
immune to dangers (Q 27:10), and His help is always ensured for them (Q 12:110; 
40:51). 

God also provides His prophets with concrete means designed to increase their power 
of persuasion. These are called bayyindt, that is, clear “proofs” or “arguments.” Some¬ 
times they are represented by miracles. For example, in Q 2:87 (see also Q 2:253), God 
provides Jesus with bayyindt and strengthens him with the Holy Spirit. The exegetes say 
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that the latter stands for Gabriel, and that the bayyindt are the “proofs” which Jesus 
brought, such as are described in Q 3:49 (al-QurtubI 1967: II, 24). Here Jesus says to 
the Children of Israel: “I have come to you with a sign from your Lord, that I create for 
you out of dust like the form of a bird, then I breathe into it and it becomes a bird with 
God’s permission, and I heal the blind and the leprous, and bring the dead to life 
with God’s permission, and I shall inform you of what you eat and what you have stored 
in your houses.” 

But miracles do not render the prophets divine, as is stressed especially with respect 
to Jesus. The Qur’an insists that he is “only an apostle of God and His word which He 
cast unto Mary, and a spirit from Him. Believe therefore in God and His apostles, and 
say not: ‘Three.’” (Q 4:171). 

Other prophets also brought such bayyindt to their own nations, alongside revealed 
scriptures, but they were rejected (Q 3:184: 35:25). Muhammad, too, has brought 
(unspecified) bayyindt to his people, but they have discarded them as sheer magic (Q 
61:6). The term burhdn (“proof”) is also used to signal what Muhammad has brought 
to his audience (Q 4:174). 

The listeners, however, not only reject the bayyindt but demand to receive a “sign” 
(aya) of their own choice (Q 2:118; 21:5, etc.). Often they request to see an angel being 
sent down with Muhammad (Q 23:24, 25:7, etc.), or a treasure descending upon him 
(0 11:12), or a fountain being made to gush forth from the earth for them (Q 17:90), 
and so forth. The Qur’an responds to such demands by asserting that God’s messen¬ 
gers can only produce signs with God’s permission (Q 40:78), and that they are just 
mortals (Q 14:11), They may even have wives and children (Q 13:38). Elsewhere it is 
stressed that they are merely humans receiving revelation (e.g., Q 12:109; 16:43, etc.), 
and that they eat food and go about in the markets (Q 25:20). 

But God may at times send a sign in response to a specific request. This was the case 
with the prophet Salih who was sent as warner to Thamud. They asked him for a sign, 
and he produced a she-camel. They were ordered to share their water with her on 
appointed intervals (Q 26:154-5), or according to another version (Q 11:64), to leave 
her to pasture on God’s earth and not harm her. But Thamud killed the she-camel (Q 
11:65), for which reason, God no longer sends signs on demand (Q 17:59). 

Nevertheless, Moses too brought a sign in response to the demand of the Pharaoh 
(0 7:106; 26:31). The sign was that the rod of Moses was turned into a serpent, and 
his hand became “white to the beholders.” The audience denied the double sign as 
evident magic (Q 7:107-9: 26:31-4). But these two signs were given to Moses in 
advance, upon his first encounter with God (Q 20:17-23; 27:10-12; 28:31-2). They 
formed part of nine (not ten, as in the Old Testament) signs which God gave to Moses, 
and they are therefore not just dydt but rather dydt bayyindt (Q 17:101; 28:36), as well 
as burhdn (“proof”) (Q 28:32). Elsewhere a list of all the signs, i.e. the calamities, is 
provided (Q 7:130-5). 


Reception of the Prophets 

The nations to whom prophets have been sent are expected to receive them with 
consent and obedience. As Q 4:64 puts it: ‘And We did not send any apostle but that 
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he should be obeyed by God’s permission.” But the prophets were received with 
anything but obedience. They were mocked (Q 15:11, etc.) and called liars (e.g., Q 
3:184; 22:42; 23:44; 35:25, etc.), and their message was denied (Q 11:59), and 
denounced as “medleys of dreams” (Q 21:5). The prophets were rejected mainly on 
account of their being ordinary human beings (e.g., Q 14:10: 17:94; 36:15; 64:6), 
and were accused of being mere poets, magicians (sahir) and madmen {majnm) (e.g., 
Q 21:5; 51:52). Some of them were received with skeptic questions (Q 2:108), and 
above all, their audience expressed devotion to the pagan tradition of the ancestors 
(Q 43:23). 

The prophets have also suffered actual persecution, such as the threat of expulsion 
(e.g., Q 14:13), and also death at the hand of their own peoples, as was the fate of the 
Israelite prophets (e.g., Q 2:61, 91, etc.). The sufferings of the previous prophets are 
recounted to comfort Muhammad in his own distress which resembles that of his pre¬ 
cursors. As stated in Q 41:43: “Nothing is said to you but what was said indeed to the 
apostles before you.” Not only humankind but also the satans rose as enemies to 
the prophets. In Q 6:112, God says: ‘And thus did We make for every prophet an 
enemy, the satans from among humans and jinn ...” Satan’s enmity is seen in that he 
makes rebellion look attractive to nations to whom apostles were sent (Q 16:63). 

Rejection is met with retribution. Time and again the Qur’an describes how nations 
that disobeyed their prophets were punished by severe calamities. Such calamities are 
described mainly in what is Imown in modern scholarship as “the punishment stories.” 
They contain the stories of the peoples of Noah, Hud, Salih, Shu'ayb, Loth, and others. 
Rejection of messengers renders retribution inevitable, as stated in Q 7:94: ‘And We did 
not send a prophet in a town but We overtook its people with distress and affliction in 
order that they might humble themselves.” The divine logic that comes out here is that 
God is enemy to anyone who is “the enemy of God and His angels and His apostles and 
Gabriel and Michael” (Q 2:98). Retribution is the direct result of the fact that God has 
promised to protect the prophets (Q 14:47), and it is defined as God’s sunna with respect 
to those who persecute the prophets (Q 17:76-7). Destruction is never arbitrary or 
unjust, and is only inflicted on towns that have been warned in advance by their 
prophets (Q 17:15; 28:59). The prophets and their close entourage are always saved 
from the collective disaster (Q 10:103, etc.). 


Polemics 

The main axis around which the Qur’anic allusions to the prophets revolves is anti- 
Jewish and anti-Christian polemics. The Qur’an claims to have exclusive right to inter¬ 
pret the religious and moral legacy of the biblical prophets, and accuses the Jews and 
the Christians of a deliberate distortion of that legacy. The legacy of the prophets, 
according to the Qur’an, is clearly an Islamic one. Each and every prophet was a 
Muslim, as stated for example in Q 5:44, which says that the Torah was revealed to the 
prophets “who were Muslims.” Lilcewise, the religion that was enjoined upon 
the prophets was the same as the one given to the Muslims, a fact stated in Q 42:13: 
“He has enjoined upon you {sharaa) for religion what He prescribed to Noah and that 
which We have revealed to you and that which We enjoined upon Abraham and Moses 
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and Jesus.” Therefore, true Muslims are only those who believe in all the prophets with 
no exception (Q 2:136). 

In fact, the prophets formed a “nation” of their own, as stated in 0 2:134,141. These 
verses address the Jews and the Christians saying that these communities shall be 
judged on their own account, just as the prophets shall be judged on their own account. 
In other words, the prophets were neither Jews nor Christians (Q 2:140). 

The religious and moral exclusion of the Jews and the Christians from the legacy of 
the prophets comes out most clearly in passages dealing with Abraham. The Qur an 
denies the Jews and the Christians of any right to argue with the Muslims about his 
religion, insisting that Abraham had lived long before the revelation of the Torah and 
the Gospels, and that he had neither been a Jew, nor Christian (Q 3:65-7). This means 
that the Muslims are no less entitled to his legacy than the Jews and the Christians, and 
in fact, Muhammad’s followers, more than anyone else, preserve Abraham’s genuine 
legacy (Q 3:68). 

Apart from the “Islamization” of the biblical prophets, the Qur'an also defends 
Muhammad’s own position as God’s prophet. The Qur'an declares that Muhammad 
is “one of the apostles” (Q 2:252), and that he is the “seal of the prophets” (Q 33:40). 
Moreover, the previous prophets are said to have been commanded by God in a soleirm 
covenant to believe in Muhammad. In Q 3:81 we read: ‘And when God made a covenant 
with the prophets: Surely, the book and the wisdom that I have given you - then an 
apostle comes to you verifying that which is with you, you must believe In him, and 
you must aid him. (God) said: ‘Do you affirm and accept My compact in this (matter).?’ 
The (prophets) said: ‘We do affirm.’ (God) said: ‘Then bear witness, and I (too) 
am of the bearers of witness with you.’” The exegetes explain that the apostle in 
whom the prophets are demanded to believe is Muhammad (e.g., al-QurtubI 1967: 
IV, 125). 

The prophets were not only requested to believe in Muhammad, but some of them 
were familiar with his titles, which were included in their own revealed scriptures. Thus 
in Q 7:15 7 it is stated that Muhammad was mentioned as a “Gentile” in the Torah and 
the Gospel. Jesus, it is said in Q 61:6, annunciated the appearance of an apostle who 
will come after him, his name being Ahmad. The allusions to Muhammad in the scrip¬ 
tures are verified in the Qur'an. For example, Q 2:41 addresses the Children of Israel, 
requesting of them to believe “in what I have revealed, verifying that which is with 
you.” The exegetes say that this verse requests of the Jews to believe in the Qur'an which 
concurs with Muhammad’s descriptions that are found in the Torah and the Gospels 
(Ibn al-jawzi 1984:1, 73). 
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CHAPTER 16 


Moses 

Brannon Wheeler 


The significance of Moses in the Qur'an, especially as Muslim exegesis understands his 
relationship to the prophet Muhammad as the ideal prophet-conqueror, can hardly be 
underestimated. In Q 19:51 Moses is described as “pure, a messenger, a prophet.” 
Elsewhere, God speaks directly to Moses (Q 4:164), and Moses sees God in the crashing 
of a mountain (Q 7:143). To Moses is revealed the “book” {kitab), the “furqan" (Q 2:53), 
the “tablets” (alwdh) (Q 7:150-4), the “Torah”, and the “first scriptures” {al-suhuf 
al-uld) (Q 8 7:18-19). Moses is given his brother Aaron as a prophet (Q19:5 3) and meets 
with a mysterious servant of God (Q 18:60-82), later identified as the prophet Khidr. 

Unlike the short segments of stories and odd episodes scattered in different siiras 
associated with many of the other prophetic figures in the Qur'an, relatively long and 
connected narratives featuring Moses are to be found throughout the Qur'an. Qf all the 
prophets mentioned by name in the Qur'an, Moses is by far the most frequent, his name 
occurring 137 times compared with sixty-nine occurrences of Abraham, forty-three of 
Noah, and twenty-five of Jesus. Most of the passages in the Qur'an featuring Moses fall 
into two general categories: Moses in Egypt, and Moses with the Israelites. Close paral¬ 
lels to all of these passages can be found in the Bible and in Jewish and Christian exeget- 
ical traditions. It is important to keep in mind that Muslim exegetes are not only aware 
of these biblical parallels, but purposefully draw attention to them in their own inter¬ 
pretation of the Qur'an narrative. Muslim exegesis uses a wide variety of non-Qur'anic 
and non-Arabic sources in demonstrating the significance of Moses to the origins and 
authority of the mission of the prophet Muhammad. 


Moses in Egypt 

The narrative describing the fife of Moses in Egypt and his relationship to the Israelites 
enslaved there is found in a number of passages in the Qur'an which may be subdivided 
into episodes: birth and childhood of Moses, flight to Midian, revelation, Moses and 
Pharaoh, and exodus from Egypt. 
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Birth and childhood of Moses 

According to Muslim exegetes/ Moses was the son of Imran, a Levite descendant of 
Jacob, also known as Israel. Q 28:1-6 describes how the Israelites were enslaved by the 
Pharaoh and Haman. Muslim exegesis adds that the Pharaoh ordered the killing of all 
Israelite males because his advisers, on information obtained from Abraham’s earlier 
visit to Egypt, told him of a boy who would cause the destruction of his state. Echoing 
a motif also found in Jewish exegesis, some Muslim exegetes mention that the 
Egyptians only killed the male Israelite babies every other year so that they would not 
extinguish their working force. This also helps to explain the existence of Moses’ brother 
Aaron later in the narrative. 

Q 20:38-41 and 28:7-13 narrate how God caused Moses to be adopted into the 
house of Pharaoh by being cast into the sea, later rescued by the wife of Pharaoh, and 
ultimately nursed by his own mother. The exegesis of these verses malces clear that the 
Pharaoh and his wife knew Moses was an Israelite, and perhaps the very child against 
which they were attempting to protect themselves. This awareness of the part of 
Pharaoh and his wife builds an additional dramatic tension into the story, making the 
Pharaoh unable to defend against his own actions in raising the child who would even¬ 
tually lead to his ruin. The early authority Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687) states that the wife 
of Pharaoh was named Asiya, and that she asked the mother of Moses to live with her, 
but she declined. The exegete al-Tha‘labI (d. 427/1035) reports that some claim 
that Asiya was an Israelite and worshiped God in secret despite being married to 
the Pharaoh, 

Flight to Midian 

According to the exegesis of Q 28:14, Moses was given prophethood when he reached 
maturity, and Q 2 8:15-21 describes how he killed a man, blamed it on Satan, and then 
fled to Midian. Al-Tha‘labl explains that the man who warned Moses about the Pharaoh 
plotting to kill him for the murder was Hizqll, the Egyptian who is later credited with 
being one of only a couple of people from among the Egyptians who believed in Moses 
(Q 40:28). 

Q 28:20-8 describes the flight of Moses to Midian, his saving of two daughters at a 
well, a vow he made with God, and his agreement to work for a number of years for his 
future father-in-law. Muslim exegesis casts the entire episode in terms paralleling the 
flight of Jacob to Laban as described in Genesis 28-32, emphasizing common elements 
such as the well, the vow, working for the marriage of the daughters, and the episode 
of the speckled sheep. 


Revelation 

Upon leaving Midian, Moses receives his commission from God, as recorded in 0 
20:9-24, 27:7-12, 28:29-35, and 79:15-19. Ibn Kathlr (d. 774/1373) explains that 
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it was during a cold and rainy night that Moses spotted a tree burning in the distance. 
When he approached the place he received instructions from God about prophesying 
before the Pharaoh, According to Muqatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767), the tree Moses 
found was a boxthorn surrounded by other boxthorns and olive trees, relating the loca¬ 
tion to contemporary Jewish and Christian exegesis on the burning bush in Exodus. 

Al-Tha‘labi reports that God told Moses to remove his shoes because his feet were 
touching ground made twice holy. The authority SaTd b. Jubayr (d. ca. 95/712) relates 
the instructions for Moses to remove his shoes with the prohibition against wearing 
shoes in the Ka'ba in Mecca, thereby comparing the two locations. The naming of the 
place as the “valley of Ihwa” (Q 20:12; 79:16) is also understood by some Muslim 
exegetes as a reference to a valley near Mecca where the prophet Muhammad received 
revelations. 

In Q 20:14 God states to Moses: “I am God. There is no God other than I. Worship 
me and establish prayer to remember me.” Q 2 7:9 has God state: “Moses, I am God, the 
Mighty, the Wise.” And in Q 28:30, God says: “Moses, I am God, Lord of the worlds.” 
These expressions are understood as God’s pronouncement of Himself to Moses, and 
may parallel the announcement of God’s name in Exodus 3:14. 

God gives two signs to Moses. In Q 20:17-22, 27:10, and 28:31 Moses throws down 
his rod which moves as if it were a snalce. In Q 20:22, 27:12, and 28:32, God com¬ 
mands Moses to put his hand in and out of his clothes, finding his hand white but 
unharmed, perhaps a reference to leprosy. Q 27:12 also states that Moses’ white hand 
is among the “nine signs” to Pharaoh and his people, and Q 28:32 describes the rod 
and the hand as “two proofs” from God to Pharaoh. In Q 28:33-5 Moses responds that 
he is afraid because of the person he killed, and describes his brother Aaron as “more 
eloquent in tongue,” asking God to send Aaron with him as a helper. 


Moses and Pharaoh 

The confrontation between Moses and Pharaoh is narrated in a number of different 
places, each with slightly different details. Q 7:103-26 contains an account of the 
contest between Moses and Aaron and the Pharaoh’s magicians. In Q 7:120-6 and 
26:46-51, the defeated magicians profess belief in the God of Moses and Aaron though 
the Pharaoh threatens to crucify them all for believing without his permission. Q 10:83 
states that after the contest only a “few” people believed because of their fear of Pharaoh. 

Q 17:101-3, 20:49-63, and 26:10-29 recount dialogues between Moses and 
Pharaoh. In each of these Moses represents the God of the Israelites against Pharaoh 
who claims that he himself is God. Among the arguments Moses uses with 
Pharaoh are that God created the earth and placed Pharaoh in it with authority. In Q 
26:17-19 Moses demands that Pharaoh free the Israelites, but Pharaoh counters by 
accusing Moses of having lived under his protection for many years, and having Idlled 
a man. 

In Q 2 6:16 Moses says he is sent by the “Lord of the worlds” an epithet of God which 
is further specified in verse 24 as “Lord of the heavens and the earth and what is 
between them” and in verse 28 as “Lord of the east, the west, and what is between 



MOSES 251 


them.” Q 79:20 refers to “the great sign” Moses shows Pharaoh which was rejected. 
Q 7:127-36 describes a number of afflictions visited upon the Pharaoh and his people 
including flood, locusts, pestilence, frogs, and blood. According to Mujahid b. Jabr 
(d. ca. 104/722), the locusts ate the nails from the doors of the Egyptians and the 
insides of the wood. Sa'Id b. Jubayr says the pestilence was worms which ruined all the 
dry stores of grain. Muhammad’s biographer Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767) reports that 
Moses caused the pestilence to come out of a great mound of sand by hitting it with 
his rod. 

In Q 79:24, Pharaoh proclaims “I am your Lord, most high. ” Muslim exegetes under¬ 
stand this proclamation as an epitome not only of Pharaoh’s disobedience but of all 
human refusal to aclmowledge God. Rejecting God is equivalent to claiming to be God. 
Q 28:36-42 describes how Pharaoh ordered Haman to build a tower out of baked brick 
so he could prove there was no god other than himself, perhaps recalling the Tower of 
Babel from Genesis. SaTd b. Jubayr says it took seven years and 50,000 people to build 
the tower, and that God made it easy for Pharaoh so that his arrogance would be even 
more evident. According to al-Dahhalc (d. 105/723 or 106/724), when the tower was 
destroyed by the archangel Gabriel the pieces were flung as far as India, 

AI-ThaTabT explains that God filled the house of Pharaoh with kingship, authority, 
wealth, and pleasure, and gave him a Idngdom so great that his people worshiped him. 
He was given a long life, great strength, and a powerful army. Pharaoh could go for forty 
days with no food and water, never got sick, and did not need sleep. Sa'Id b. Jubayr 
mentions that Pharaoh had a certain castle with thousands of stairs for which God 
provided a special animal to transport Pharaoh up and down from the castle. These 
blessings were given to him to stress how great his sin was in rejecting God. 


Egyptian who believed 

Q 40:23-46 describes the encounter between Moses and Pharaoh, Haman, and Korah. 
Moses is given a long dialogue in which he refers to past prophets such as Noah, and 
the people of ‘Ad and Thamud. Moses also refers to Joseph, and again Pharaoh orders 
Haman to build a tower like the Tower of Babel. During the exchange, one of the 
Egyptians speaks up in support of Moses. Verse 38 simply refers to the speaker as 
“the one who believed” though he is identified by Muslim exegesis as the son of 
Pharaoh’s paternal uncle or a secret Israelite. Al-Tha‘labi states that his name was 
Hizqll, that he was one of the carpenters of Pharaoh, and that he was the one who had 
made the ark into which Moses had been placed and put into the sea after his birth. Ibn 
‘Abbas states that the wife of Pharaoh also believed in Moses. 


Exodus 

Q 26:52-68 and 44:17-33 describe the exodus of the Israelites from Egypt. In 0 
26:63-6 God commands Moses to strilce the sea with his rod causing it to divide and 
saving the Israelites while drowning the pursuing Egyptians. Q 44:24 mentions God’s 
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command to Moses to return the sea to its calm in order to drown the Egyptian army. 
Ibn Kathir records an account in which Gabriel appears and drags Pharaoh into 
the sea. 

Several passages describe the punishment of Pharaoh and his people including Q 
10:90-2 in which Pharaoh attempts to repent and proclaim that he believes in God. 
Ibn ‘Abbas relates that Muhammad heard Gabriel say that he took a wall of the sea and 
shoved it into the mouth of Pharaoh so that he could not repent. God also ordered the 
sea to exhume the body of Pharaoh so that the Israelites would Imow that he had 
perished. 

The traditionist al-Bukhari (d. 256/870) preserves a hadith report in which 
Muhammad asks the Jews of Medina why they fasted on the tenth day of Muharram. 
The Jews of Medina replied that it was the day Moses was victorious over the Pharaoh. 
In the hadith report, Muhammad agrees and orders his followers also to fast on this day. 

Moses and the Israelites 

Muslim exegetes emphasize the parallels between many of the themes and motifs asso¬ 
ciated with Moses and to the Israelites in the Qur'an. The Qur'an does not provide a 
single coherent narrative of the Israelites’ wandering in the wilderness but recounts 
key episodes from that time, most of which are closely related to the narratives found 
in Exodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. 


Wilderness of wandering 

Q 2 :4 7-61 outlines a number of incidents and blessings related to the Israelites in Egypt 
and after their exodus. Muslim exegetes do not agree, however, on the chronology of 
the events mentioned. In each case, the blessing or gift given to the Israelites is followed 
by a statement concerning the disobedience of the Israelites, in particular their lack 
of thankfulness for God’s generosity. The passage begins, in verse 48 with a warning of 
the day when the Israelites will be punished for their sins, a day when no one, includ¬ 
ing Moses, will be allowed to intercede on their behalf. The passage ends with the claim 
that the Israelites rejected the signs of God and killed his prophets without cause, 
rebelled and transgressed against God’s commands. 

Q 2:51-6 refers to the forty nights Moses left the Israelites in the wilderness when 
he was given the “book” and the furqdn while the Israelites worshiped the golden calf. 
Q 2:57 refers to God’s gifts of the cloud, the manna, and the quail. Q 2:58 includes 
God’s command that the Israelites enter a particular city, entering by a gate saying 
“Hitta,” and in verse 59 the Israelites are said to have changed the wording of what God 
required and were thus punished by a plague from God. Q 2:60 refers to Moses striking 
the rock and producing twelve springs of water for the Israelites. In Q 2:61 the Israelites 
complain about not having pot-herbs, cucumbers, garlic, lentils, and onions. Moses 
offers the option of returning to Egypt, but the Israelites recognize their sin of com¬ 
plaint and ungratefulness. 
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According to Muslim exegesis, among the other blessings given to the Israelites, 
throughout their history, were kings, prophets, and books. Abu '1-Qasim al-BalkhI (d. 
319/931) states that it was the Israelites in the wilderness whom God made like kings, 
providing them all the luxuries they could want: clouds to shade them by day, lire to 
light their way by night, bread and meat from heaven, and water from rocks. Accord¬ 
ing to al-SuddI (d. 128/745) the Israelites’ clothes also grew on their bodies from the 
time they were born so that they had no need for producing or replacing them. Some 
authorities compare the manna with honey and the quail with special birds that lived 
only in the garden of Eden, 

Moses on the mountain 

Q 7:142-7 describes Moses’ sojourn of forty days and nights on the mountain to receive 
the Torah. It was during this time that Moses requested to see God, and God revealed 
himself to the mountain which then crashed down to the ground causing Moses to 
faint. According to Ibn ‘Abbas, no one was able to look at the face of Moses after this 
so he wore a piece of silk over his face. 

Golden calf 

Q 7:148-58 and 20:80-98 depict the Israelites’ worship of the golden calf during the 
absence of Moses. In Q 20:85 and 87 someone named the “Samirl,” perhaps a refer¬ 
ence to the perceived division between the Jews and Samaritans, is held responsible for 
the golden calf, though in Q 7:150 and 20:93 it is Aaron whom Moses drags by the 
hair and accuses of having instigated the sin. In Q 20:96, the Samirl claims to have 
thrown a “handful from the footprint of the messenger,” which Muslim exegetes claim 
was dirt from the ground where the horse of Gabriel alighted. According to Ibn ‘Abbas, 
the Samirl was a man from the people of Bajarma, from a people who worshiped cows. 
It was the love for the worship of cows that made him cause the Israelites to worship 
the golden calf. 

Muslim exegetes state that God punished the Israelites by commanding them to kill 
themselves. Ibn ‘Abbas describes a scene where certain Israelites innocent of the sin of 
worshiping the golden calf were given daggers to kill the guilty in a supernatural dark¬ 
ness that resulted in the death of 70,000 Israelites. According to Ibn Ishaq, God struck 
dead a group of Israelites with thunder, then raised them back to life so they could 
watch another group be struck dead with thunder. In another tradition, the Israelites 
are forced to drink from the sea into which Moses had filed down and flung the remains 
of the golden calf. 

In Q 7:150, out of anger for the worship of the golden calf, Moses throws the tablets, 
and one reading of verse 154 refers to the guidance and mercy that was abrogated from 
the tablets at this time. Ibn ‘Abbas states that when Moses threw down the tablets, 
God recalled six of the seven parts and left only one seventh for the Israelites. Early 
Christian exegesis of Exodus likewise argues that God imposed the Torah upon the 
Israelites as a curse and punishment for their worship of the golden calf. 
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Seventy chosen 

Some exegetes preserve traditions regarding a special group of Israelites whom Moses 
chose to go with him to the mountain. According to Ibn Ishaq, it was this seventy 
chosen Israelites who asked to see God (Q 2:55) when he went up onto the mountain, 
and whom God struck dead with thunder and raised back to life again. Al-SuddI reports 
that Moses was upset at the death of the seventy chosen because he claimed that if God 
felt the best of the Israelites should be destroyed, what of the others back at the camp 
who were not chosen. 

'Abd al-Rahman b. Zayd b. Aslam (d.182/799) reports that the seventy chosen were 
punished by God because they refused to believe what Moses told them without being 
able to see God themselves. After killing the seventy with thunder and resurrecting 
them, God asked them again to accept his revealed book. When the seventy again 
refused God sent an angel to lift Mount Sinai over their heads until they repented, which 
they eventually did. 


Water from the rock 

According to Muslim exegesis, the water from the rock described in Q 7:160 came 
from a special square rock which the Israelites used to carry around with them during 
their wanderings. ‘Atiyya al-‘Awfi (d. 111/729) states that this rock was given to the 
Israelites by God and was carried around on a bull. ‘Uthman b. ‘Ata' al-KhurasanI (d. 
second/eighth century) reports that Aaron would hold the rock while Moses would 
strike it with his rod. Qatada (d. 118/736) says that it was a piece of Mount Sinai. Al- 
Zamakhsharl (d. 538/1144) states that the rock was about the size of a person’s head, 
and that it came from the garden of Eden. The rock is said to have originally descended 
to earth in the time of Adam along with the rod which belonged to Moses, and both 
the rod and the rock were passed down through the prophets until Shu'ayb gave them 
to Moses. 


Entering the promised iand 

Q 5:20-5 recounts God’s command that the Israelites enter the “holy land” which he 
had promised to them. In verse 22, the people protest to Moses that the land is full of 
giants, and in verse 24 they refuse to enter. In verse 25, Moses renounces responsibil¬ 
ity for the Israelites and asks God to separate him and his brother Aaron from the 
sinners. In verse 26, God curses the Israelites with forty years of wandering because of 
their refusal to enter the land. 

Muslim exegetes preserve different reports regarding the meaning of the term “holy 
land” as it is used in this passage. According to some, it refers only to Jerusalem. Others 
claim that the “holy land” includes Damascus, Palestine, and part of Jordan. Mujahid 
states that the “holy land” is Mount Sinai and the land which surrounds it. 
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AI-TabarsI (d. ca, 548/1153) includes a long account of how the Israelites sent rep¬ 
resentatives from each of their twelve tribes into the land, including Joshua b. Nun and 
Caleb. He also reports that there is disagreement among exegetes concerning who was 
responsible for conquering the land. Some traditions hold that it was Moses himself 
who conquered the land, being responsible for slaying the leading giant of the people 
there named Og b. ‘ Anaq who had survived since before the time of Noah’s flood. Others 
report that it was Joshua who conquered the land, at one time calling upon God to keep 
the sun up in the sky until the Israelites took the city of Jericho. 


Sin of Israelites and Moses 

Moses’ request to God that he separate him and his brother from the sinful Israelites in 
Q 5:25 is understood by Muslim exegetes as his refusal to intercede on behalf of his 
people. Al-'I’abarsI says that the request was equivalent to Moses asking God to take him 
and his brother to Heaven while the Israelites were damned to Hell. According to al- 
Zajjaj (d. ca. 337/949), Moses and Aaron enjoyed special privileges in the wilderness 
so that they suffered little while the Israelites were punished for forty years. 


People of Moses 

Another tradition related to Moses and the Israelites and highlighted by Muslim exe¬ 
gesis is the reference to the “people of Moses” (awldd Musa) in Q 7:159. According to 
this verse, the “people of Moses” were a group of Israelites who were guided by the truth 
and acted justly. Numerous exegetical traditions refer to this group of people who are 
said to have been taken by God to the ends of the earth where they are later visited by 
different kings and prophets including Alexander the Great and Muhammad. 

The historian Yaqut (d. 626/1229) explains that the people of Moses live in the city 
of Jabars at the eastern extreme of the world. Ibn ‘Abbas claims that the people of Moses 
live in Jabars and in the city of Jabalq, a city at the western extreme of the world. Al- 
Qurtubl (d. 671/1272) preserves a tradition that the people of Moses live in a land 
beyond China, on the other side of a river of flowing sand. God is said to have taken 
them to the edge of the earth by way of a subterranean passage in which they wallced 
for over a year. According to Ibn Jurayj (d. 150/767), the people of Moses were right¬ 
eous Israelites who were removed from the sinful Israelites when they were killing their 
prophets and disbelieving. Others report that the people of Moses live in a city beyond 
Spain, in the extreme west, surrounded by mountains of gold and silver. 


Sacrifice of the red cov/ 

Q 2:67-73 describes what appears to be an isolated episode from Israelite history. 
In verse 67, Moses relates that God commands the Israelites to sacrifice a cow. 
The Israelites do not obey but instead keep asldng God for further specifications, such 
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as the age, color, and type of cow to be sacrificed. Verse 71 states that the Israelites 
“almost did not” do the sacrifice because the cow thus described was so difficult 
to find. 

Muslim exegetes argue that this episode epitomizes the sinfulness of the Israelites. 
Instead of following God’s instructions, the Israelites attempted to circumvent their 
obligation by making the command impossible to do. With each question posed by the 
Israelites, though, God imposed upon them a more difficult task. What began as a 
simple sacrifice became the sacrifice of a specially raised red cow with no blemishes, 
almost unique. Other exegetes relate this account to a special ritual designed to deter¬ 
mine the culprit in the murder of an unclaimed corpse, perhaps related to the ritual 
mentioned in Numbers 19:17-22. 


City by the sea 

Closely related to the red cow sacrifice is the story of the city by the sea found in Q 
7:163-6. This short passage describes a city in which the people are not allowed to fish 
on the Sabbath. According to Malik b. Anas (d. 179/796), the fish in the sea used to 
come out only on the Sabbath, so after some time one person in the city devised a 
method for snaring the fish on the Sabbath and then removing and eating the fish on 
another day. In this way, the people tried to circumvent the prohibition of the Sabbath, 
Q 7:165 states, however, that God punished the people who violated the law, and verse 
166refers to God’s turning them into apes. Q 2:65 also refers to those who transgressed 
the Sabbath being turned into apes, and Q 5:78 refers to the Israelites cursed by David 
and Jesus, turned into apes and pigs. 

Muslim exegetes tend to identify the city mentioned in Q 7:163-6 as Eilat or another 
city somewhere between Eilat and Mount Sinai. According to Qatada, some of the 
people were changed into apes and some into pigs, and that is why the Israelites broke 
into two sects. Ibn ‘Abbas explains that it was the Israelites themselves who made the 
Sabbath holy, against the wishes of Moses, but because of this, God imposed upon them 
the obligation of keeping the Sabbath, which included a prohibition on fishing. Al- 
Bukharl records a report which states that ‘Amr b. Maymun once saw a group of pri¬ 
mates stoning other primates who had fornicated, so he joined in the administration of 
the punishment. 


Mythology and Intertextuality of the Islamic Moses 

Given the frequency of references to Moses in the text of the Qur'an, the importance 
of his character, and his historical role in the leadership of the Israelites, it is not sur¬ 
prising that Muslim exegetes devote so much to the development of an elaborate typol¬ 
ogy of Moses in relationship to Muhammad. Muslim scholars rely upon non-Qur'anic 
sources to craft an exegetical picture of Moses that contrasts in important ways with 
the model prophethood of Muhammad. In adapting this picture, Muslim exegetes draw 
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upon but also distinguish their own views of Moses from contemporaneous Jewish and 
Christian views largely based on a reading of the Bible. 

Two of the most telling examples of this exegetical picture can be found in the 
Muslim exegesis of Q 28:22-8 and Q 18:60-82. The first is the episode of Midian which 
takes place just shortly after Moses reaches maturity and is granted prophethood. The 
second is the encounter between Moses and the mysterious servant of God, identified 
by Muslim exegetes as the immortal prophet Khidr. In both episodes, the Muslim exeget¬ 
ical picture shares many details with the biblical image of Moses but is distinct in its 
focus upon a prophet who failed to attribute his Imowledge to God and intercede on 
behalf of his people. 

Moses and Jacob 

Q 28:22-8 describes Moses’ flight to and residence in Midian, and these verses form 
the basis for a number of rich mythological associations between Moses and other 
prophetic figures. Muslim exegesis casts the entire episode in terms familiar from the 
story of Isaac found in Genesis 28:10-31:21. According to a hadith report given on 
the authority of the second caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab, when Moses arrived at the well 
of Midian he moved from its mouth a rock which could only be moved by ten men. Al- 
Zamaldisharl reports that the rock moved by Moses alone could only be moved by a 
hundred men. This parallels Jacob’s feat of moving the rock from the well in Genesis 
29:1-14 with the exception that Jacob’s “rolling” of the rock is replaced by the more 
fantastic “lifting” of the rock by Moses. Jewish exegesis, such as that found in the Hel¬ 
lenistic Jewish sources like Philo, and medieval rabbinic sources such as the Abot de 
Rabbi Nathan and the Midrash Rabba on Exodus 2:17, also report that Moses performed 
a miraculous or heroic feat at the well of Midian. 

Oaths 

An important element from the Jacob story linked to Moses in Midian is the oath made 
between God and Jacob in Genesis 28:20-1. Q 28:24 mentions that Moses asks God for 
something, a request which is interpreted by Muslim exegesis as Moses asking for pro¬ 
tection from his enemies. This parallels the situation of Jacob who, having left the 
protection of his father, enters into the protection of God in Genesis 28. Jacob promised 
that Yahweh would be his God upon his safe return to his father’s house. This also par¬ 
allels the oath Jacob later makes with Laban for marriage to his daughters and, 
after that, for receiving the speckled sheep. Moses also makes an oath with God in Q 
28:24 that parallels the agreement with his future father-in-law in Q 28:27-8. Just as 
the oath between Jacob and God results in Jacob’s return from Laban with wives, sons, 
sheep, and becoming Israel the father of the twelve tribes, so the oath between God and 
Moses foreshadows Moses’ commission to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. Some Muslim 
exegetes also relate this oath with Moses’ reception of revelation at the mountain in 0 
20:10-33. 
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Two daughters 

Muslim exegetes also link the Midian episode with Jacob by the names given to the 
two daughters Moses meets in Midian: Zipporah and Leah, The exegete al-Tabarl (d. 
310/923) gives these two names, along with providing a close translation of Exodus 
2:16. Zipporah is reported to be the wife of Moses in Exodus 2:21, and Leah is the name 
of the wife that Jacob marries first in Genesis 29:15-30 although he had intended to 
marry Rachel. Some Muslim exegetes claim that Moses married Leah along with Zip¬ 
porah just as Jacob married both the daughters of Laban. 


Speckled sheep 

Muslim exegesis associates the account of the speckled sheep from the story of Jacob 
in Genesis with Moses and his stay in Midian. In a close parallel to Genesis 30:25-43, 
al-Zamaldisharl states that Moses’ father-in-law agreed to give to him aU the sheep born 
speckled in a given year, and God instructed Moses to hit each sheep with his rod at the 
water trough so that all of the sheep that year were born speclded. In Genesis 30, God 
instructs Jacob to take rods from different trees and place them in front of the water 
trough of the sheep while they are in heat to produce the speckled offspring. 


Cod's attack upon Moses and Jacob 

Moses and Jacob are also compared in their similar episodes of fighting with God. Al- 
Zamakhsharl records an account of Moses fighting with a supernatural being when he 
leaves Midian and being saved only by the miraculous actions of his rod. Exodus 4:24-6 
also contains an account of God attacking Moses when taking leave from his father-in- 
law, and Moses is saved by Zipporah who cuts the foreskin of her son and rubs it on the 
genitals of Moses. The rod of Moses, rich in its symbolic representation of Moses’ own 
fertility, especially when associated with the story of Jacob’s rods and the speckled 
sheep, is in the account of al-Zamalchsharl found bloody upon defeat of the super¬ 
natural being, perhaps suggesting the circumcision of Moses. 

This interpretation is explicitly linked to God’s attack upon Jacob in Genesis 
32:23-32 and the Muslim exegesis of Q 3:93. In Genesis 32 Jacob is said to come upon 
a pass where he is attacked by a supernatural being later identified as God, and is 
wounded in the hollow of his thigh, also understood to be his genitals, just as Moses 
was attacked while moving his sheep in the account of al-Zamakhsharl. Indeed, the 
same term, kaff, is used in both the Hebrew and Arabic to designate the location of 
the danger to Moses and Jacob. Jewish exegetes also stress the relationship be¬ 
tween the attack on Moses and Jacob and the rite of circumcision which was repre¬ 
sentative of the oath made with God. 

In the Muslim exegesis of Q 3:93 there are accounts which report that Jacob fought 
with God because he had not fulfilled the earlier oath he had made with God to sacri- 
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flee the last of his sons. In Genesis 28:20-2, Jacob does vow to give God a tithe of every¬ 
thing God gives to him if he returns safely to his father, though there is no indication 
of any tithe of the livestock and sons that Jacob acquires in the course of Genesis 
29-32. Rabbinic exegesis in the Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer and the Targum Yerushalmi also 
appears to interpret the attack upon Jacob as being due to his not fulfilling his vow to 
make a tithe to God of his livestock and sons. The Midrash Tanhuma and the Midrash 
Rabba on Genesis 32:21 both stress that Jacob refers to his brother Esau as “lord” and 
gives to him the tithe he should have been giving to God though Jacob had promised to 
call Yahweh his “Lord” in Genesis 28:20-2. 

It is not lilcely that Muslim exegesis draws upon this parallel to put Moses in the 
role of redeeming his son, who is not mentioned by name in the Qur'an or Muslim 
exegesis. In Exodus 4:24-6 and in al-Zamakhsharl’s account of the rod defeating 
the supernatural being, Moses has no part in his own salvation. In addition, it is the 
Israelites, the people of Moses, rather than his own sons, with whom Moses is most 
closely associated by Muslim exegetes. The conflation of Moses and Jacob emphasizes 
Moses’ symbolic association with Jacob/Israel, and the Israelites as his sons. What 
happens to the Israelites in the wilderness also parallels what happens to Moses in 
Egypt. Muslim exegetes indicate how the journey of the Israelites from Egypt to Mount 
Sinai and God’s attacks upon them parallel the events of Moses and his flight from Egypt 
to Midian. 


Jethro and Shifayb 

Perhaps even more significant for the Muslim exegesis of the Midian episode is the 
identification of Moses’ father-in-law as the Arab prophet Shu'ayb (see Q 7:85-93: 
11:84-95: 29:36-7). Although a number of Muslim exegetes point out the historical 
problems associated with such an identification (see Q 11:89), several reasons are given 
in its support. One of these is the tradition that Moses’ father-in-law was the “priest” of 
Midian, not found in Q 28:21-8 but in Exodus 2:16, Rabbinic tradition goes to great 
lengths to explain how a non-Israelite could be designated with the title “kohen” nor¬ 
mally reserved only for priests of Yahweh, This is further complicated by the fact that 
the name “Jethro” does not occur in Exodus 2:15-21, and that Moses’ father-in-law is 
also referred to as Reuel and Hobab in other contexts though Muslim exegetes also 
know the name of Jethro (Yatrun or Thayrun), A report from Muhammad explicitly 
states the identity of Jethro and Shu'ayb. 

Some Muslim exegetes appear to make this identification linked to the close associ¬ 
ation between the prophet Shu'ayb and the prophet Khidr whom Moses is said to meet 
according to the exegesis of Q 18:60-82. KhMr challenges Moses’ concept of justice in 
Q 18:60-82 just as Jethro challenges Moses’ dispensing of justice in Exodus 18. In both 
Q 28:24 and 18:63 Moses takes refuge in the dark after being guided to the location of 
the prophetic figure by supernatural means. In both Q 28:21-8 and 18:60-82, Moses 
undertalces a long journey and ends up at a miraculous water source. In one report, 
the color of Moses’ stomach is described as being green, which is representative of 
the name “Khidr” which means “green” and symbolizes immortality and fertility. 



260 BRANNON WHEELER 


Muslim exegetes also include elements familiar from late antiquity accounts of the 
hairy anchorites and ascetics journeying in search of Elijah or other gnostic masters. 
The changes affecting Moses also compare with the transformations attributed by 
Ambrose and other Christian authors to Jacob in his tune with Laban. 

The rod of Moses itself is exphcitly linked with the prophet Shu'ayb and the prophet- 
hood of Moses. According to a hacHth report preserved in al-Tabarl, it was this rod which 
Adam brought down from the garden of Eden and was eventually passed down through 
the prophets to Shu'ayb. Numerous accounts exist in Muslim exegesis about how the 
rod was passed down, as a mantle of prophethood, from Shu'ayb to Moses. In many of 
these, the acquisition of the rod is linlced with Moses’ marriage to Zipporah and his 
assuming of the prophethood. In Jewish sources such as the late pseudepigraphic Book 
of Jasher Moses finds this rod, made out of sapphire, planted in the garden behind the 
house of his future father-in-law. According to rabbinic sources, the rod is supposed to 
be inscribed with the name of God, and because Moses was able to read this name he 
was able to talce the rod from the ground and win Zipporah in marriage although all 
the other people of Midian could not move the rod from the ground. 


Moses and Alexander 

Q 18:60-82 stands out among all the Moses stories in the Qur an for a number of 
reasons. In this passage, Moses and his unnamed companion set out to the ends of the 
earth, lose a fish that disappears through a tunnel in the water, and meet another 
unnamed servant of God at which point Moses’ original companion disappears. This is 
followed by Q 18:83-102 which describes the exploits of Dhu '1-Qarnayn, an epithet 
usually assigned to Alexander the Great but also attributed to Moses by Muslim as well 
as Jewish and Christian exegetes. 


Lost fish 

Muslim exegetes explain that the fish mentioned in Q 18:60-5 was dead and was 
brought back to life when it was washed in the water of life by Moses and his compan¬ 
ion, who is identified as Joshua b. Nun. This is a motif found in earlier Greek and Syriac 
recensions of the Alexander Romance, themselves based upon literary motifs and themes 
taken from the Epic of Gilgamesh. In the Epic of Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh searches for and 
finds Utnapishtim, an immortal being who lives at the mouth of the rivers, whereas 
Moses finds Khidr at the “junction of the two waters’’ {majma ' al-bahragn) mentioned 
in Q 18:60 and 61. 

Muslim exegetes link Q 18:60-82 with Alexander and Gilgamesh stories through 
the motif of the fish. Al-Tabari records a number of reports in which the fish escapes 
through a rock passage, swims away leaving dry land in its walce, and is discovered 
whole after having been eaten, Eakhr al-DIn al-Razi (d. 606/1209) states that the fish’s 
resurrection was intended as a sign to Moses that he had reached the meeting place of 
the two waters and the secret location of the prophet Khidr. 
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The Syriac sermon on Alexander by Jacob of Serugh also describes how an old man 
tells Alexander to command his cook to take a salted fish and wash it in every spring 
until the fish comes back to life. The Babylonian Talmud, Tamid 32a-b, contains an 
account of Alexander washing salted fish in a well that he then discovers contains the 
water of fife coming from the Garden of Eden. Several Greek versions of the Alexander 
stories include the fish episode, and in some the cook who discovers the water of fife 
drinks the water and becomes immortal himself. 


Dhu 'l-Qarnayn 

In part, the association of Q 18:60-102 with the Alexander stories was due to the 
Muslim exegetical identification of Dhu T-Qarnayn with Alexander the Great. Although 
many early Muslim exegetes propose different identifications for Dhu T-Qarnayn, it is 
likely that an exegetical consensus emerged surrounding the character’s affiliation with 
both Alexander and Moses, A large bulk of the motifs associated with Dhu T-Qarnayn 
may have come from traditions linked to the pre-Islamic South Arabian king called by 
the same name, and circulated under the name of the early Muslim exegete Wahb b. 
Munabbih (d. ca. 110/728). 

Many of the elements in the stories of this South Arabian Dhu T-Qarnayn can be 
found in Greek, Syriac, Perisan, and Ethiopic recensions of the Alexander Romance 
including the mention of al-Khidr, the rubies in the land of darkness, and the angel’s 
gift of the heavy stone and the bunch of grapes. The fuller versions of the stories of Dhu 
T-Qarnayn, drawing upon the Alexander Romance and South Arabian traditions seems 
to have emerged as the dominant exegesis of Q 18:60-102 as early as the eleventh 
century. This included the Persian Iskandarnamah, Firdawsi’s Shahnamah, and the 
Ethiopic recensions of the thirteenth century. 


Gilgamesb and Alexander 

In the Epic of Gilgamesh, the immediate cause of Gilgamesh’s journey in search of 
Utnapishtim is the death of Gilgamesh’s companion Enkidu. Gilgamesh travels through 
the gate at the Mashu mountains, and for twelve leagues through the land of darkness, 
until he arrives at a garden in which gems grow, by the edge of the sea. In the garden, 
Gilgamesh meets the young woman Sidduri who tells him about Urshanabi who might 
ferry Gilgamesh across the sea to Utnapishtim, The two travel together for three days 
until arriving at Dilmun where Utnapishtim and his wife five. Utnapishtim tells Gil¬ 
gamesh two secrets of the gods: the story of the flood, and about the existence of a plant 
at the bottom of the sea which restores men to their youth, Gilgamesh retrieves the 
plant but, on his return to his home in Uruk to share the plant with his companions, a 
snake comes and eats the plant. 

Several of the elements in this section of the epic parallel episodes from the various 
Alexander stories, such as the Mashu mountains, the land of darkness, gems, and 
the long ocean journey. There is little doubt that, on this episode in particular, the 
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Alexander stories are drawing upon themes earlier associated with Gilgamesh. Unlilce 
the immediate pretext in the Alexander stories, Gilgamesh is not seeking only or even 
primarily immortality, but rather is seeking the justice of Enkidu’s and his own impend¬ 
ing death. In this sense, Gilgamesh’s questioning of Utnapishtim recalls Moses’ ques¬ 
tioning of Khidr in the exegesis of Q 18:60-82, Muslim exegesis appears to draw a 
parallel between the failures of Gilgamesh and Alexander, Both Gilgamesh and Alexan¬ 
der fail to gain immortality either for themselves or their people. But, more important 
is that Gilgamesh fails to find a satisfactory answer to his friend’s death other than fate, 
and Alexander is not able to conquer the world, whether by means of obtaining his own 
immortality, ascending to heaven, or with the force of his army. 

By interpreting Q 18:60-102 in light of these extra-Qur anic stories, Muslim exe¬ 
gesis is able to show how the Qur'an is inclusive of earlier stories and revelations. It 
allows the exegetes to contend that these earlier stories are part of the revelation 
already contained in the Qur'an and can only be shown to be such from the privileged 
position of the exegetes. It also enables the exegetes to buUd intertextual links between 
different verses relative to Moses in their larger design to evaluate his character and 
compare it with the prophet Muhammad. 


Meeting place of the two waters 

Muslim exegesis uses the unusual term “meeting place of the two waters” from Q 18:60 
and 61 to emphasize the link between Gilgamesh, Alexander, and Moses. Although 
there are no clear parallels between this expression and elements from earlier stories, 
it seems to be used to signify the garden of Eden from which the water of life flows in 
the Alexander stories, and the “mouth of the waters” at which Gilgamesh discovers 
Utnapishtim. Muslim exegesis also compares Moses’ journey to the meeting place of the 
two waters with the “water” of Midian mentioned in Q 28:24 to which Moses also 
travels. All of the associations of Moses with fertility, strength, and prophethood can 
be associated with his parallel journey and meeting with the prophet Shu'ayb. 

Muslim exegetes make this connection explicit by explaining that the meeting place 
of the two waters is where the Persian Sea and Roman Sea meet. Al-Zamakhsharl, 
Eakhr al-DIn al-RazI, and Ibn Kathir indicate that the Roman Sea, normally identified 
as the Mediterranean Sea, and the Persian Sea, identified as the Indian Ocean, only 
meet at the ends of the earth where the waters of the oceans flow together and sur¬ 
round the continents. Qatada pinpoints this location as the place where the Persian Sea 
is the farthest East and the Roman Sea is the farthest West. Other exegetes locate the 
place at the western or eastern extreme of the world, and Eakhr al-DIn al-RazI says 
the water of the meeting place is from the garden of Eden. 


Dhu 1-Qarnayn as Moses 

Muslim exegetes also make a direct connection between Moses and Alexander through 
the epithet Dhu '1-Qarnayn. According to Wahb b. Munabbih, some say that both 
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Alexander and Moses had horns on their heads. In Jewish and Christian literature, both 
Alexander and Moses are portrayed as having actual horns on their heads. Jerome’s 
Latin translation of Moses being horned in Exodus 34:29 is one example of this, later 
rendered into Anglo-Saxon vernacular translations of the Bible in fourteenth-century 
Europe. In his commentary on Exodus 34:29, Rashi states that Moses’ face looked as 
though it was horned. Muslim exegesis also regards Moses’ face as having changed after 
he spoke directly with God on Mount Sinai so that his face had to be covered with a 
piece of siUc when he appeared before the Israelites. 

Even more integral to the purposes of the Muslim exegetes is the explanation that 
dhu 1-qarnayn refers to the one who reached the two points (qarns) of the sun, the place 
of its rising and the place of its setting, InQ 18:60-1 Moses sets off to the meeting place 
of the two waters which is understood as being located at the ends of the earth. In 0 
18:86 and 18:90 Dhu 4-Qarnayn reaches the place where the sun rises and where the 
sun sets in the extreme east and west. Muslim exegesis uses this conflation of motifs 
to draw upon the major theme of the Alexander Romance, which is Alexander’s quest to 
the ends of the earth to find immortality. Dhu ’1-Qarnayn is the one who goes to the 
end of the earth, whether Moses or Alexander, in both cases in search of personal 
immortality and fame. 

Muslim exegesis thus suggests a clear biblical precedent for Moses’ challenges to 
God’s authority in Q 18:60-82 and in other passages such as Q 28:33-4 and 
20:25-32. Ubayy b. Ka‘b reports that Moses stood up in the midst of the Israelites 
and stated that he was the most knowledgeable of people, thus claiming God’s revela¬ 
tion as his own. This parallels Exodus 18:17-2 7 in which Moses is chided by his Midi- 
anite father-in-law for judging the Israelites on his own, a passage which the rabbis also 
took as an indictment of Moses’ self-importance. 

Moses in Q 18 and 28 

What the Muslim exegetes emphasize with all of these connections is an exegetical 
image of Moses who is like Alexander the Great but unlilce the prophet Muhammad. Q 
18:60-82 portrays a Moses like Alexander in that Moses refuses to attribute his knowl¬ 
edge to God and boasts that he will travel to the ends of the earth to prove this. The 
humiliation Moses experiences because of his ignorance of the reasons behind Khidr’s 
actions shows that Moses’ own knowledge is not of the same type as the divine know¬ 
ledge that he was given by God. 

The details of Q 18:60-102 were such that Muslim exegetes could and did see in 
them reflections of popular late antique motifs which they could use to build certain 
exegetical images supportive of their own authority. Muslim exegesis is able to draw 
together disparate motifs to the features of the Qur'an passages on Moses, including a 
strong Jewish tradition about Alexander’s pride and attempts to enter the garden of 
Eden as reflected in the Latin Iter ad Paradisum, the Hebrew Sefer Aleksandros Moqdon, 
and the Babylonian Talmud. 

Muslim exegesis draws from this image the full “lesson” of Q 18:60-102, a lesson 
that both contrasts Moses with the prophet Muhammad and legitimates the authority 
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of the exegesis itself. Muhammad was illiterate and did not enjoy the special educa¬ 
tion of Moses in the house of Pharaoh. Muslim exegetes refer to Muhammad as a 
“servant-prophet” as opposed to the “king-prophet” model exemplified by Moses. The 
prophet Muhammad based his authority only on the Imowledge he received as revela¬ 
tion, not on his own learning. His position was as messenger of God, not as king among 
his people. 


Conclusions 

The Muslim exegetes owe their own position and authority to their transmission and 
continuation of the prophetic knowledge originating with Muhammad. The exegetical 
lesson of Moses is that Islam and Muhammad demand a simple obedience, not a ques¬ 
tioning of the reasons for God’s instructions. The exegetes show that it is only with 
knowledge from the prophet Muhammad that the Qur'an can be understood properly, 
and that this understanding reinforces the structure of authority upon which the 
exegesis is based, ft is reinforced by the understanding of the Qur'an as stressing not 
the abstract qualities of good and evil, but rather the distinction between right and 
wrong, legal and illegal. The archetypal act of disobedience by Moses is his claim 
that he himself, without the aid of God, knows what is right and wrong. Throughout 
the Qur'an, acknowledging God and his role as creator is defined as obedience to the 
revealed message of the prophets, the message to focus and direct oneself to God 
alone. 

The exegesis of the Moses story in the Qur'an demonstrates how Muslim exegetes 
drew upon non-Qur'anic sources to legitimate their own authority. This exegesis thus 
preserves a wealth of information on Moses including oral sources not put into writing 
before the Islamic period, direct influences from Jewish and Christian groups, and an 
exchange of ideas among people interested in using biblical stories to formulate their 
self-identity. 


Note 

1 Because the aim of this chapter is to explore the Qur’anic Moses and the way that has been 
developed in Islamic tradition in general, explicit exegetical references are not provided in this 
chapter. Much of the material which is cited is repeated in various works of Muslim exege¬ 
sis. More complete references are found in Wheeler (2002) for readers who wish to pursue 
the details. 
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CHAPTER 17 


Argumentation 

Kate Zebiri 


Argumentation is a very prominent aspect of the Qur'an, and an inherent part of its 
discourse: any reader will quickly notice how frequently the text addresses protagonists, 
whether real or imagined. This reflects the original circumstances in which the Qur an 
came into existence: Muhammad encountered extensive opposition over the course 
of his mission, not just from the pagans in Mecca but from the Jews and “hypo¬ 
crites” (nominal, opportunistic converts to Islam who often sought to undermine 
Muhammad), mainly in Medina. The Qur'an describes in some detail the arguments of 
those who oppose its message, both from the time of Muhammad and from earlier times 
when previous prophets encountered opposition: it also provides counterarguments. 
There are also numerous scenes of debate, not just between prophets and their peoples 
but also, for example, between Moses and Pharaoh and between God and Satan. 

The degree to which the Qur'an interacts with its environment over the period of 
revelation (approximately twenty-three years according to majority scholarly opinion) 
can scarcely be overstated: one can even find within the text answers to specific ques¬ 
tions which were put to Muhammad by his contemporaries. In fact the Qur'an is unique 
among scriptures in the extent to which it engages its audience and addresses them 
directly. The dynamic, interactive quality of the Qur'an can be further appreciated 
when one bears in mind its oral character: while the present-day reader is likely to 
encounter it as a written text, it should be borne in mind that it was originally pro¬ 
claimed orally and it continues to be memorized and recited by Muslims down to the 
present. Direct speech is not uncommon in the Qur'an and the imperative: “Say ...”, 
whereby God instructs Muhammad to say something to his followers or opponents, 
occurs over 300 times (see Radscheit 1997). 

One strildng feature of the Qur'an is the pervasive sense of contrast or dualism. 
Izutsu (1964: 74) points out that “the Koranic Weltanschaung is ... a system built on 
the principle of conceptual opposition”, and that this contributes to its “intense atmos¬ 
phere of spiritual strain and tension”: furthermore the basic dichotomy between belief 
and unbelief is “the very keynote of the whole ethical system of Islam” (Izutsu 1966: 
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187). This striking tendency towards polarization can be observed throughout the 
Qur'an, in the binary opposition between good and evil, heaven and hell, this world and 
the next, belief and unbelief, truth and falsehood, and so forth. The structure of 
Qur'anic arguments often reflects this dualism, as the audience is constantly chal¬ 
lenged to choose between alternatives, and notably between belief and unbelief. The 
preponderance of (often rhetorical) questions to which the answer would be a simple 
yes or no provides another example of this phenomenon: ‘Are the blind equal to the 
seeing, or the darlmess to the light.?” (Q 13:16); “Do you Imow best or does God.?” (Q 
2:140). The Qur'an is replete with antonyms, antitheses, and comparisons. 

Such Qur'anic argumentation does not occur in a vacuum, but in the context of 
certain underlying assumptions. The larger frame of reference is a metaphysical order 
which includes God’s creation of humankind, the latter’s primordial acknowledgment 
of Him as Lord (Q 7:172), God’s subsequent communications via chosen messengers, 
and the future reckoning on the day of judgment. Gwynne (2004: 1) argues convinc¬ 
ingly that these things constitute the covenant between God and humans, and that this 
is “the logical key to the entire structure of Qur'anic argument”, since “virtually every 
argument in the Qur'an expresses or implies one or more of the covenantal provisions. ” 

The Qur'an assumes that humans are rational beings who are capable of critical 
thought, and open to persuasion. This is evident from the lengths to which it goes to 
appeal to people and persuade them. Furthermore, commands are rarely issued to the 
believers without giving the reason or underlying wisdom, and the Qur'an frequently 
exhorts people to consider and reflect, especially on the wonders of the natural world 
which are presented as signs of God’s power and beneficence: interestingly there seems 
to be a reciprocal relationship between faith on the one hand and understanding or 
intelligence on the other (Waardenburg 1980: 620ff.). 

Very often, God Himself is the progenitor of an argument in the Qur'an and thus 
the argument becomes an argument from authority par excellence, or an argument 
from the absolute, as Waardenburg (1980: 625) terms it. The authorial voice of the 
Qur'an is privileged because it is omniscient, and is able to speak with authority not 
just on opponents’ arguments but on their inner thoughts and motives: “Do they 
not know that God knows what they conceal and what they reveal,?” (Q 2:77); “Fear 
God, for God knows what is in your hearts” (Q 5;7). There are numerous places in the 
Qur'an where God reveals peoples’ hidden motives or thoughts (e.g., Q 2:76; 9;107); 
He is also able to predict the future, as in the future projections of eschatological scenes 
which relate in detail conversations or interactions which have yet to take place 
(e.g., Q 7;44-53). 

It is clear from the Qur'an that God is utterly independent, and on a completely dif¬ 
ferent level from human beings: “0 humankind! It is you who need God; God is free of 
all need, worthy of praise” (Q 35:15; cf. 29;6; 39;7); “Nothing is like him!” (Q 42:11). 
Although in His mercy He very often gives reasons for his commandments (as we have 
just observed). He is not accountable to human beings: “He is not to be asked about 
what He does” (Q 21:23). In view of God’s transcendence and uniqueness, the frequent 
authoritative proclamations and assertive affirmations contained in the Qur'an almost 
acquire the force of argument in their own right, or at the very least significantly rein¬ 
force any argument that is being made, as will be seen in the following sections. 
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In the classical Islamic scholarly tradition, Qur'anic argumentation did not become 
one of the branches of the Qur'anic sciences; a possible explanation for this is that “rea¬ 
soning and argument are so integral to the content of the Qur'an and so inseparable 
from its structure that they in many ways shaped the very consciousness of Qur'anic 
scholars” (Gwynne 2004: 203); thus the forms and idiom of Qur anic arguments were 
internalized rather than objectively studied. Only a relatively small number of works 
treated this as a subject in its own right, though it did attract the attention of a few 
prominent scholars such as al-GhazalT (d. 505/1111), al-Tufl (d. 716/1316), al- 
Zarkashl (d. 794/1392) and al-SuyutI (d. 911/1501) (McAuliffe 1999:177ff.: Gwynne 
2004: xiii-xiv, chapters 8-9). During recent decades, however. Arabic-speaking Muslim 
scholars have shown renewed interest in Qur'anic argumentation, and several mono¬ 
graphs have appeared on the subject (see McAuliffe 1999: 164, fn. 4). 

Until recently modern Western scholarship has paid relatively little attention to the 
actual content and message of the Qur'an in general, let alone argumentation in par¬ 
ticular, Several scholars such as Gragg (especially 1994), Welch (1980; 1983), 
Marshall (1999) and Rahman (1980) have shown an interest in the subject but 
only a handful have undertaken any focused study, and that has generally been brief: 
Waardenburg (1980), Jomier (1997: chapter 9), and Urvoy (2002) have each devoted 
a chapter or an article to argumentation and persuasion. This has changed, however, 
with the appearance of Gwynne’s Logic, Rhetoric and Legal Reasoning in the Qur'an: God’s 
Arguments (2004), which constitutes an impressive and sustained analysis of Qur'anic 
argumentation, organized not thematically (as in this chapter), but on the basis of the 
types of argument used. 

A fairly broad definition of argumentation is followed here, which includes practi¬ 
cal as well as theoretical reasoning, and logical as well as non-rigorous persuasive 
reasoning (e.g., arguments from analogy, a fortiori arguments etc.). The Qur'an is delib¬ 
erately couched in natural language: “We sent no messenger save with the tongue of 
his people so that he could make things clear to them” (Q 14:4), and although it con¬ 
tains many different types of argument these are not set out schematically, and are far 
from abstract; in fact they are often expressed in highly emotive or even polemical lan¬ 
guage, as we shall see. In view of this a useful working definition of argumentation for 
the purposes of this chapter would be: providing reasons to the listener or reader 
for believing something to be the case, or for doing (or not doing) something. It will be 
helpful to bear in mind the classical distinction between logic and rhetoric: while logic 
concerns itself with the validity of arguments, in the sphere of rhetoric a good argu¬ 
ment is one which is effective in convincing the audience, regardless of its deductive 
validity. It should also be borne in mind that a valid argument is not necessarily true, 
nor a fallacious one necessarily untrue. 

At times it will be necessary and relevant to refer to the chronology of the Qur'anic 
revelations. For example, the element of argumentation is particularly prominent from 
the middle to the end of the Meccan period of revelation which was a time when the 
early Muslims were struggling to survive, in contrast to the Medinan period when they 
became empowered and were able to fight their opponents physically and not just ver¬ 
bally. On the whole, however, this chapter will talce a synchronic approach, which takes 
the Qur'an as a unified entity without reference to the chronological order of the 
revelations, and observes its internal dynamics: this is the approach of the ordinary 
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religious believer who seeks guidance from the Qur'an and who is more concerned with 
its content than its chronology. 

Argumentation is often inseparable from other elements in the Qur an. Polemic is a 
particularly pervasive aspect of the Qur'anic discourse (Zebiri 2004), which is full of 
rebulces, criticisms, threats and warnings, declarations of woe, curses, satire, irony, 
rhetorical questions, challenges etc. In addition to these, the vivid use of metaphor, 
imagery, and parable all make a contribution to the argumentation contained in the 
Qur'an; an attempt will be made here to describe and analyze some of these stylistic 
elements as an intrinsic part of our subject. It would, of course, be impossible to do full 
justice to the theme of argumentation in the Qur'an in a chapter of this length; readers 
seeking more extensive coverage should consult Gwynne (2004), Here, in order to make 
the material more manageable and accessible, a thematic and non-technical approach 
is employed, selecting those themes where argumentation is particularly explicit and 
developed. These tend to be the more theological/doctrinal areas, which for the pur¬ 
poses of this essay are treated under the following headings; the unity of God, the 
authenticity of Muhammad’s prophethood, and the resurrection. Obviously this is not 
a comprehensive treatment but it will at least give a flavor of the Qur'anic argumen¬ 
tation, First, however, we will briefly review the Qur'an’s attitude to dispute and 
argumentation. 


Qur’anic Attitude to Argumentation 

The prevailing tone of the Qur'an is often authoritarian in a way that does not encour¬ 
age dissent. The reader who starts from the beginning of the Qur'an will encounter this 
quality very quickly, as the second sura opens with the words; “This is a book which is 
not to be doubted!” (Q 2;2). This type of self-attestation is extremely common, and often 
appears at the beginnings of siiras. The Qur'an contains a number of terms that are 
semantically related to the concept of argumentation, such as disputation, evidence, 
proof, argument, authority, and so forth. In fact, the references to argumentation or 
disputation are overwhelmingly negative; “None dispute concerning the signs of God 
except those who disbelieve” (Q 40;4; cf. 2;197; 6;25; 8;6; see McAuliffe 1999), and 
the activity of disputing, or wrangling, is most often attributed to Muhammad’s oppo¬ 
nents. Very often, as in the above example, they are portrayed as disputing over God 
or His signs, and those who engage in such disputation are characterized as perverse, 
stubborn, arrogant, and unreceptive to God’s word. While one Qur'anic verse simply 
laments that “man is the most contentious of creatures!” (Q 18;54), it is clear that the 
unbelievers are especially guilty of contentiousness, willfully wrangling over God’s 
revealed truths. Thus has it always been, for the adversaries of former prophets behaved 
in exactly the same way, as is evident throughout the Qur'an, One commentator 
observes that “there is little doubt for the Qur'an that whereas there is such a thing as 
an honest difference of opinion, there is nevertheless very little of it” (Rahman 1980; 
116; italics in original); in other words, ulterior motives often prevail. 

Alongside the condemnation of disputation and wrangling one also finds, perhaps 
paradoxically, a certain acceptance of human disagreement and disunity as an 
inevitable feature of life which is not just allowed but even willed by God; “If your Lord 
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had so willed, He could have made humankind one people; but they do not cease to 
differ” (Q 11:118; cf. 10:19; 16:93). Furthermore the extent to which the Qur'an itself 
resorts to argument rules out any blanket condemnation of argumentation per se; so 
we may assume that it is only when arguments are employed in dishonest or inappro¬ 
priate ways, or when they are not employed in the service of truth, that they are con¬ 
demned. In fact, the Qur'an prescribes a certain protocol for Muslims engaged in calling 
non-Muslims to the faith: “Call to the way of your Lord with wisdom and beautiful 
preaching and debate with them in the better way” (Q 16:125; cf. 29:46). Partly 
inspired by this verse, classical Muslim scholars occupied themselves with distinguish¬ 
ing between recommended and reprehensible debate (McAuliffe 1999: 170ff.). 


God's Unity [Tawhid] 

The Qur'an frequently refers to the “unbelievers” (kafirm), but this generally denotes 
those who disbelieve in Muhammad’s mission rather than in God per se. Given that even 
Muhammad’s pagan opponents generally believed in a high God called Allah (see, e.g., 
Q 10:31; 43:87), the Qur'an mostly assumes rather than argues for the existence of 
God. Disbelief in God is treated as something almost incomprehensible: “How can you 
disbelieve in God when you were without life and He gave you life.?” (Q 2:28; cf. 3:101). 
We have already mentioned the reciprocal relationship between faith and understand¬ 
ing; there is a corresponding relationship between disbelief and stupidity: “Who turns 
away from the religion of Abraham except the stupid.?” (Q 2:130). 

Although the Qur'an generally assumes God’s existence, it is concerned to point out 
His uniqueness and pre-eminence, and to that end highlights His power, majesty, omni¬ 
science, and beneficence in many passages. As a result, the Qur'an contains arguments 
from creation, from signs, and from providence - witness the countless references to 
natural phenomena: the alternation of night and day, and the sun and moon in their 
orbits are evidence not just of God’s existence and power but also of His mercy and 
beneficence. One typically lyrical passage runs as follows: 

In the creation of the heavens and the earth; in the alternation of night and day; in the 
ships that sail on the ocean for the benefit of humankind; in the water which God sends 
down from the sky to revivify the earth when it is barren, scattering creatures of all kinds 
over it; in the change of the winds, and the clouds that run their appointed courses 
between the sky and the earth; here indeed are signs for a people who understand. 

(Q 2:164) 

Much has been written on the subject of the beliefs of the Arabs of Muhammad’s day 
(see, e.g., Peters 1999), and the picture seems to have been quite complex; doubts have 
been expressed as to how seriously the pagans really took their religion. The Qur'an 
tends to refer in general terms to “deities” or “that which you call on besides God, ” while 
the polytheistic pagans are referred to as “those who ascribe partners to God,” and it 
has much to say on the subject of those partners, or deities. A common theme is their 
ineffectiveness: they can neither help nor harm (e.g., Q 22:12); worse, they cannot even 
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help or harm themselves (e.g., Q 13:16): and they cannot create but are themselves 
created (e.g., Q 7:191). The latter verse is, of course, drawing an implicit contrast with 
God, a theme which is talcen up elsewhere: they have no power over life or death (e,g,, 
Q 25:3), they cannot guide to truth (Q 10:35), or answer prayer (e,g., Q 13:14), 

The aforementioned implicit comparisons between the idols and God amount to an 
argument from the absolute. Another example of this is provided by the following: 

They worship, besides God, that which can neither harm nor benefit them, and they say: 
“These are our intercessors with God.” Say: ‘Are you informing God of something he 
doesn’t know in the heavens or the earth.? Glory be to Him! Far is He above the partners 
they ascribe to him!” (Q 10:18) 

Sometimes this type of argument is used to reinforce arguments, but often, as here, it 
is felt to carry sufficient weight to stand alone. 

The oft-repeated criticism of the pagans for preferring sons themselves while 
attributing daughters to God (a reference to three goddesses whom they considered to 
be the daughters of Allah: al-Lat, al-‘Uzza, and Manat), sheds light on certain aspects 
of the Qur'anic argumentation. The very idea that God could have offspring is denied 
outright (e.g., Q 37:151-2), Yet sometimes the opponents’ premises may be conceded 
for the sake of argument, in this case producing an implicit hypothetical argument: 
supposing He were to have offspring, it is unreasonable of you to attribute daughters 
to Him and sons to yourselves. After naming the three aforementioned goddesses, the 
Qur'an continues: “For you the male and for Him the female.? What an unfair division!” 
(Q 53:21-2), reflecting the general preference for sons which was prevalent in Arabia 
at the time. On a superficial reading at least, the Qur'an appears to go along with this 
cultural preference, but other verses seem to contain an implicit criticism of the pagans 
on this matter: “When news is brought to one of them of the birth of a female child, 
his face darkens, and he is filled with gloom” (Q 16:58: cf, 43:17). The ascription of 
daughters to God is deemed even more inappropriate in view of the female being “one 
brought up among trinkets and unclear in dispute” (Q 43:18), no doubt a reference to 
the fact that females of the time were less versed in the art of debating than males. Here 
again the Qur'anic argument is embedded in the local culture and appeals to its audi¬ 
ence on their own grounds, accepting (at least for the sake of argument) some of their 
premises. 

The apparent ambiguity over the status of the rival deities or partners ascribed to 
God provides another example of the Qur'an’s multi-pronged approach. Some verses 
depict the deities as conscious, living beings with the power of speech. They are por¬ 
trayed, for example, as disowning their former followers on the day of judgment (e,g,, 
Q 19:82: 10:28), and it is asserted that they have no power of intercession (e,g,, Q 
43:86), Qther verses highlight their malignity: Abraham refers to them as “enemies” 
(Q 26:77), and it is stated that they will go to hell along with those who worshiped them 
(Q 3 7:22-3), Reference has already been made to verses citing their Ineffectiveness and 
powerlessness as compared to God: they are also portrayed as having no feet, hands, 
eyes, or ears (Q 7:195), no doubt in order to emphasize their inferiority to human 
beings; the same passage describes them as “servants like you” (Q 7:194), All this still 
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gives the impression that they are living beings of some kind. Elsewhere, however, the 
deities are described as “names you have invented, you and your forefathers, and 
for which God has sent down no authority” (Q 7:71; 12:40; 53:23); and their former 
worshipers are depicted on the day of judgment as realizing that what they worshiped 
was “nothing” (Q 40:74), giving the impression that the deities or partners have no 
objective reality. 

A chronological view of the verses in question seems to show a progression in the 
portrayal of the deities in the direction of increasing powerlessness and ultimately non¬ 
existence (Welch 1980b: 739-43); this suggests a gradual, evolutionary approach 
which mirrors the Qur'anic approach to legislation (e.g., the progressive restrictions on 
the use of alcohol). The aim would be to make the argument (or the law) more easily 
acceptable, on the basis that it is easier to take several small steps than one huge leap. 
It would be theoretically possible to reconcile these various statements by postulating 
that in some cases the deities were angels or jinn, both of which do exist in the Qur'anic 
cosmology. On balance, however, it seems more hkely that not all statements are 
intended as objective descriptions and that they serve a rhetorical purpose: the aim is 
not to instruct the pagans in theology but a much more concrete and practical one: 
that they should be convinced of the ineffectiveness and relative inferiority of their 
deities or idols so that they will cease to call on them and turn instead to God. 

Sometimes the Qur'an appeals to common sense or uses logical or quasi-logical 
arguments. A number of hypothetical arguments are of this type, for example those 
that draw an analogy between God’s unity and earthly kingship, and point to the need 
for a single unified authority to ensure order: “If there were in them [the heavens and 
the earth] other gods besides God, there would be ruin in both” (Q 21:22; cf. 12:39). 
This argument is developed elsewhere: had there been other gods, “each god would have 
taken away what he had created, and each would have tried to overcome the others” 
(Q 23:91; cf. 17:42). The deductive reasoning in these verses leads to the conclusion 
that since the universe is not in chaos, it must have a single Lord. Elsewhere there is an 
appeal to the individual, along the lines that it is better to serve one master than many 
who are at variance with one another (Q 39:29). 

The pagans do not seem to have any reasoned defense of polytheism (with the pos¬ 
sible exception of the appeal to God’s will as in Q 6:148 - see next paragraph), but 
merely repeat that they are following the way of their forefathers. They even concede 
the argument at times, their appeal to the forefathers sounding decidedly lame; when 
asked concerning their idols: “Do they hear you when you call, or do you good or 
harm.?”, Abraham’s contemporaries are depicted as replying: “No, but we found our 
forefathers doing that” (Q 26:72-4; cf. 21:53). 

Not infrequently there is an ad hominem element to the arguments employed against 
Muhammad’s opponents. The pagans are depicted as fickle and irrational: when they 
are lost at sea, they call upon God, but when they are safe on dry land they revert to 
their idols (Q 29:65; cf. 6:63-4; 17:67). The attribution of daughters to God and sons 
to themselves is further evidence of their inconsistency and umeasonableness, while 
their insistence on sticldng to the ways of their forefathers malces them appear stub¬ 
born and mindlessly conservative. One particular argument employed by the pagans is 
simply condemned as false and baseless, while the pagans themselves are depicted as 
dishonest and disingenuous: 
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Those who ascribe partners to God will say: “If God had willed, we would not have ascribed 
partners to him nor would our forefathers. ..In this way their ancestors denied the 
truth, until they tasted our wrath. Say: “Have you any knowledge.^ If so, produce it for us. 
You follow nothing but conjecture: you do nothing but lie.” (Q 6:148; cf. 16:35: 43:20). 


Elsewhere the pagans are simply called “liars” (e.g., Q 37:152). 

The tone of the Qur'an on the subject of the “partners” ascribed to God is often cajol¬ 
ing or challenging, with frequent rhetorical questions and imperatives: “Do they have 
feet to wallc with or hands to strilce with, or eyes to see with or ears to hear with.? Say: 
‘Call upon your partners and scheme against me, and give me no respite!’ ” (Q 7:195). 
At other times the tone is heavy with irony, if not sarcasm: 


Those on whom you call besides God cannot create a fly, even if they were to all collabo¬ 
rate, and if the fly should take something away from them they would have no power to 
get it back. (Q 22:73) 

Or do they ascribe to God partners who have created as He has created, so that the cre¬ 
ation seemed to them similar.? Say: “God is the Creator of aU things.” (Q 13:16) 


It was not just the pagans who were guilty of associating partners with God: the 
Muslims also came into contact with Christians, some of whose beliefs were felt to 
violate the divine unity. Christian doctrines such as the sonship of Jesus, which are seen 
as detracting from God’s unity, are given fairly short shrift. It should be mentioned here 
that although some of the arguments against God having a son were probably origin¬ 
ally directed at pagans, they were subsequently used in anti-Christian polemic. The 
rhetorical question: “How can He have a son when He has no spouse.?” (Q 6:101) pro¬ 
vides a good illustration of the Qur'an’s preference for the concrete over the abstract. 
Elsewhere Muhammad is told to say: “If the Most Merciful had a son, I’d be the first to 
worship him” (Q 43:81): if we add the implied conclusion: I am not worshiping him, 
therefore the Most Merciful does not have a son, this is recognizable as a form of argu¬ 
ment acknowledged as valid by logicians (denying the consequent, or modus tollens). 
Attributing a son to God is portrayed as not only baseless (“a mere saying from their 
mouth”) but also an unthinking imitation of the unbelievers of old (Q 9:30, which 
interestingly attributes this characteristic not just to Christians but also to Jews). As is 
frequently the case, the argument from the absolute is much in evidence: “Ear be it from 
Him to have a son!” (Q 4:171; cf. 2:116). 

Qn the subject of Jesus’ alleged divinity, the Qur'an states that he and his mother 
“used to eat food” (Q 5:75), an argument which, like the consort argument mentioned 
above, would be unlikely to appeal to Christians, almost none of whom have denied the 
fact of Jesus’ humanity. Yet from the point of view of Islamic belief, which holds human¬ 
ity and divinity to be mutually exclusive, the argument is conclusive. Qne verse (Q 3:59) 
refutes the idea that Jesus’ creation through extraordinary means (the virgin birth is 
acknowledged in the Qur'an) constitutes evidence of his suprahuman status, by point¬ 
ing out the parallel with Adam, who also came into being without a human father. 
Unlike the previous argument, this one is based on premises accepted by Christians: 
however, it only establishes the possibility as opposed to the necessity of the 
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non-divinity of Jesus, and Christians have other premises on which they base the argu¬ 
ment for Jesus’ divinity. As far as the Trinity is concerned, scholars have differed as to 
whether the Qur'an refutes the Trinity as such or a perversion of it that may have been 
current in Muhammad’s day (Zebiri 1997: 17). Whatever the case, the portrayal of 
Christian belief by the words: “God is the third of three” (Q 5:73) may well be polemi¬ 
cal (and thus a straw man) rather than an accurate portrayal of what Muhammad’s 
contemporaries actually believed. As usual the Qur an is less concerned with theolog¬ 
ical niceties than with making the point that Trinitarian belief (probably of any variety) 
is incompatible with God’s majesty and pre-eminence. 

Authenticity of Muhammad's Prophethood 

This is possibly the richest of the three chosen themes in terms of argument and 
counter-argument due to the multiplicity of accusations and challenges that were 
directed at Muhammad by his adversaries. Here it should be noted that the stories of 
past prophets (material which accounts for approximately one quarter of the Qur'an) 
are pertinent; although these stories ostensibly refer to events in the distant past, the 
arguments which took place between former prophets and their peoples are very much 
an integrated part of the Qur'anic discourse and are usually of direct relevance to 
Muhammad’s own situation (see, e.g., Robinson 1996: 156). 

Muhammad seems to have been bombarded with accusations, particularly in Mecca 
but also in the early Medinan phase: that, far from being a prophet, he was a poet, a 
sorcerer, a soothsayer, or he was mad or possessed by jinn (see respectively Q 52:30; 
43:30: 69:42; 23:25). As for the revelation, it was a forgery, and nothing but old stories 
or fairy tales, or confused dreams (see respectively Q 42:24; 25:5; 21;5). Muhammad 
was also accused of having human informants who dictated or taught this material to 
him(Q 16:103; 25:4-5). 

The replies to these accusations often talce the form of simple denials, or affirmations 
of Muhammad’s true status. Some of the earliest responses incorporate oaths: “I swear 
by what you see and by what you do not see, truly this is the word of a noble messen¬ 
ger, it is not the word of a poet. . . nor is it the word of a soothsayer ... but a message 
sent down from the Lord of the worlds ”(Q69:38-43). Alternatively, there may be coun¬ 
teraccusations: “In truth it is they who have put forward an iniquity and a falsehood” 
(Q 25:4), condemnation: “They have gone astray, and they will never be able to find a 
way!” (Q 25:9), or threats, such as the frequent reminders of the destruction that was 
visited on unbelievers of old (e.g., Q 21:6). 

Some of the opponents’ arguments are more personal, or ad hominem: Muhammad’s 
relative lack of social status is held against him (“Why was this Qur'an not sent down 
on some important man from the two cities [i.e. Mecca and Medina].?” Q 43:31). Similar 
charges were made against former prophets: Moses was impugned for being unclear of 
speech (Q 43:52), and for being from a dispossessed minority (Q 23:47), and the objec¬ 
tion of Noah’s opponents, that his followers were from the lowest strata of society 
(Q 11:27), could easily have been directed against Muhammad. The Qur'an counters 
by appealing to Muhammad’s good character, as where he is instructed to say: 
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“A whole lifetime before this have I been among you: will you not then understand?” 
(Q 10:16). 

One of the common objections both to Muhammad and to former prophets was the 
fact of his humanity: the Qur'an portrays the unbelievers as asking: “Is this more than 
a man like yourselves?” (Q 21:3), or: “What sort of messenger is this, who eats food, and 
wallcs about in the market places?” (Q 25:7), Muhammad, for his part, is instructed at 
various times to say: “I am only a human being like you” (Q 18:110, 41:6), or 
“I don’t say that I have treasures, nor do I claim to know the unseen, or that I’m an 
angel. I only follow what is revealed to me” (Q 6:50; cf. 11:31). The Qur'an points out 
that the same objection was raised with former prophets, who replied: “We are only 
human like you ., . we come with no authority save by the leave of God” (Q 14:11), In 
effect, the opponents’ arguments are undermined by the fact that Muhammad never 
claims to be more than a human being. In similar vein the unbelievers ask why an angel 
is not sent down, presumably with the revelation (e.g,, Q 6:8; 25:7), to which the Qur'an 
gives a commonsense reply: that an angel would be sent only if the message were 
directed at angels (Q 17:9 5), or that an angel would have been sent in the form of a man 
anyway (Q 6:9) - presumably in order to be visible and comprehensible to humans. 

In the late Meccan and early Medinan periods in particular, Muhammad’s detrac¬ 
tors repeatedly ask for a miracle or “sign” to substantiate his prophetic status. One 
extended passage gives a flavor of these demands: 

They say: “We shall not believe in you until you make a spring gush forth for us out of the 
earth, or until you have a garden of date trees and vines, and cause rivers to gush forth in 
their midst, or you cause the sky to fall in pieces ... or you bring God and the angels before 
us face to face, or you have a house made of gold, or you rise up into the sky, and we won’t 
believe in your ascension until you send down to us a book that we can read.” [To this, 
Muhammad is told to reply:] “Glory be to my Lord! Am I anything but a man, a messen¬ 
ger.?'” (Q 17:90-3). 

As with the fact of Muhammad’s humanity, his opponents’ arguments are met with a 
simple disclaimer or disavowal. 

The Qur'an describes a number of supernatural events in connection with past 
prophets, and both Jesus and Moses are depicted as performing miracles in the Qur'an 
(e.g,, Q 3:49; 7;107-8), although it is made clear that this was only with God’s per¬ 
mission (Q 13;38). While the Qur'an is clear that God is able to do all things, it seems 
that He declines to effect miracles through Muhammad for various reasons: because 
the opponents still would not believe (e,g,, Q 6:7: 6:109: 54:2); because their punish¬ 
ment would be hastened if they still disbelieved after receiving such a sign (Q 6;8); in 
order to emphasize Muhammad’s human status (e.g,, Q 17;93); and because the 
Qur'an should be sufficient for them - in fact, it is hinted that the Qur'an itself is such 
a sign (Q 29:50-1), Muslims have traditionally linked the latter theme with the phe¬ 
nomenon of the “challenge” contained in several Qur'anic passages (e.g., Q 2:23-4: 
10:38) which call on Muhammad’s critics to produce something comparable to the 
Qur'an. Their apparent failure to do so has been taken as evidence of the Qur'an’s 
miraculous nature, or inimitability {Vjaz). 
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One aspect of the Qur'anic discourse which emerges particularly clearly in this 
context is the triangular dynamic between God, Muhammad and the unbelievers. 
This illustrates the fluidity and multivocality of the Qur'an; although God is the osten¬ 
sible author throughout, there are frequent shifts in operative voice and addressee. 
Often, particularly in the Meccan revelations, God addresses Muhammad, sometimes 
offering reassurance: “You are not, by the grace of your Lord, a soothsayer, nor are you 
possessed” (Q 52:29; cf. 68:2), At other times He seems to admonish Muhammad: “If 
their rejection is difficult for you, if you can, seek to make a tunnel in the earth or a 
ladder to the sky and bring them a sign. If God willed, he could bring them together to 
guidance; so be not among the ignorant” (Q 6:35). 

On the occasions when God tells Muhammad what to say, sometimes the recom¬ 
mended speech or dictum takes the form of a disclaimer: “Say; ‘If I’ve forged it. I’ll pay 
for my crime: but I’m innocent of the crimes you commit’ ” (Q 11:35). God is to be called 
upon as witness or arbiter: “Say: ‘If I had forged it, you would have no power to help 
me against God ... He is sufficient as a witness between me and you’ ” (Q 46:8). When 
the pagans ask Muhammad to change the revelation, he is instructed to say; “If 
I disobey God, I fear the punishment of a great day” (Q 10:15). The frequent references 
to the possibility of Muhammad’s punishment have a certain persuasive effect which 
is brought out more clearly in another Qur'anic passage. A secret believer seeks to per¬ 
suade Pharaoh to believe in Moses by pointing out that he has nothing to lose and some¬ 
thing to gain by so doing: if Moses is lying, then he bears the responsibility for (and 
presumably will suffer the consequences of) his own lie, but if he is telling the truth, 
then Pharaoh can expect to be punished himself if he disbelieves it (Q 40:28). This sets 
up what the classical logicians called a false dilemma (reducing the options to two, dia¬ 
metrically opposed alternatives); either Muhammad will be punished or his adversaries 
will be. 

Not infrequently the unbelievers are addressed directly, and Muhammad is spoken 
of in the third person: “Your companion is neither astray nor deluded; nor does he 
speak from his own desire” (Q 53:2-3). In what seems to be a paradoxical twist, in the 
face of the unbelievers’ accusations the threat occasionally appears to be directed at 
Muhammad rather than at the unbelievers: “Had he invented against us any sayings, 
we would have seized him by the right hand, then we would have cut his life-vein and 
none of you could have defended him” (Q 69:44-7). This powerful image constitutes 
an appeal to force, engaging the emotions rather than the rational faculties. Yet the 
argument is not ineffective: the fact that Muhammad remains unharmed is a silent tes¬ 
timony to his authenticity. 

The effect of these rhetorical elements is quite striking. A dramatic tension is set up 
between the various parties - in this case God, Muhammad and the unbelievers, which 
has the effect of presenting God as a real presence and an effective actor. He appears in 
many guises/roles: as comforter and supporter of Muhammad: as witness and arbiter; 
as admonisher of Muhammad; and, perhaps most often, as potential chastiser 
of Muhammad’s opponents. The objectification of Muhammad when he is spoken of 
in the third person conveys a sense of detachment and objectivity, enhancing 
Muhammad’s credibility as conveyor of a transcendent message. The dissociation 
between God and Muhammad has the same effect, as do the frequent disclaimers which 
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in effect refer the detractors to a higher authority. Interestingly this dissociation 
becomes much less marked in the later Medinan years, when Muhammad becomes 
more powerful; for example, in that phase the Qur'an frequently exhorts people to obey 
or believe in both God and His messenger (Welch 1983: 38). 


Resurrection 

One element of the new message seems to have drawn much scorn from the Meccan 
pagans, namely the idea of the final reckoning in general and bodily resurrection in 
particular. They especially focused on the latter which they found quite incredible; there 
are literally dozens of verses devoted to this subject, with the pagans expressing their 
objections and the Qur'an often furnishing a reply. 

The incredulity of the Meccans is often graphically depicted, focusing on the physi¬ 
cal aspects: “Who will make these bones live when they’re decayed.?” (Q 36:78). “What! 
When we die and become dust and bones will we be raised up again, and also our fore¬ 
fathers.?” (Q 3 7:16-17). At other times they are more philosophical: “There is only our 
life in this world . . . nothing but time can destroy us” (Q 45:24). The Qur'anic replies 
to the pagan objections combine various elements: appeals to reason, arguments from 
nature, assertive affirmations, appeals to God’s power, impugning the opposition, and 
threats. 

By far the most common response in the Qur'an is that since God was able to create 
the earth and all that is in it in the first place, then he must have the power to recreate 
it if He so desires. This constitutes an a fortiori argument to the effect that if God can 
create something out of nothing, then it should be even easier for Him to create some¬ 
thing out of something. This would be a particularly effective argument given that the 
pagans seem to have believed that God (i.e. Allah) was in fact the creator (see, e.g., Q 
29:61). The following is a characteristically eloquent passage: 

0 people! If you are in doubt concerning the resurrection, consider that We created you 
out of dust, then out of a drop of fluid, then out of a clot, then out of a piece of flesh, partly 
formed and partly unformed. (Q 22:5) 

The many passages in the Qur'an which draw attention to the marvels of nature often 
come in connection with this theme (e.g., Q 50:3-11). At times there is a lyrical, rhyth¬ 
mical quality which comes across even in translation: “Out of it [the earth] We created 
you and into it We shall make you return and from it We will bring you out another 
time” (Q 20:55; cf. 71:17-18); despite the fact that technically spealdng this amounts 
to nothing more than an assertion, the cyclical element conveys a sense of inevitabil¬ 
ity which is highly persuasive. 

Added force is given to the argument when God insists that the initial act of creation 
did not tire Him: “Were we wearied by the first creation.? Yet they are in doubt about a 
new creation” (Q 50:15; cf. 46:33). Furthermore, it is implied that the second creation 
is even easier than the first (Q 29:19; 30:27), and one verse which responds to the 
pagans’ incredulity malces the a fortiori argument even more explicit: “Say: ‘Even if you 
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were stones or iron, or any created matter which in your minds is hard [to be raised 
up]’ ” (Q 17:50-1). As is common in the Qur'an, it is left to the listener to complete the 
thought: letting the opponent draw his or her own conclusions can be quite an effec¬ 
tive strategy in argument. 

It is not only the physical act of resurrection which the pagans find unbelievable but 
also the final reckoning which is promised, or threatened, in the Qur'an. The two 
themes - resurrection and accountability - are closely related. Since the resurrection 
is a prerequisite for the accounting in the Qur'anic order, to argue for the accounting 
is in effect to argue for the resurrection. The Qur'an contains many future projections 
of dramatic eschatological scenes, and in some of them there is reference to the first- 
second creation topos, as where God addresses the assembled ranlcs of the resurrected: 
“You have come to Us as We created you the first time, though you claimed that We 
had not made this appointment with you” (Q 18:48: cf. 6:94), Other verses simply 
allude to the purposiveness of the creation as an argument in support of the resurrec¬ 
tion: “Did you thinlc We had created you in vain and that you would not be returned 
to Us.?” (Q 23:115; cf. 75:36). 

Apart from their incredulity the pagans do not bring forth any serious arguments 
against the resurrection, but place the burden of proof on Muhammad. The Qur'an is 
not impressed by their arguments: ‘And when our clear signs are related to them, their 
only argument is; ‘Bring back our forefathers, if you are telling the truth!’ ” (Q 45:25; 
cf. 44:36). The Qur'an’s reply to this challenge is a simple but powerful assertion: “Say: 
‘It is God who gives you life, then causes you to die: then He will gather you together 
for the day of resurrection about which there is no doubt,’ but most people do not 
know” (Q 45:26). Frequently the Qur'an simply dismisses Muhammad’s adversaries 
with a laconic phrase such as: “They have no knowledge of that, they are only guess¬ 
ing” (Q 45:24). 

The Qur'an often urges its listeners to test its claims through their own observation, 
as in the arguments from nature. For example, an analogy is made between resurrec¬ 
tion and the quickening or revivification of the earth by the rain: 

You see the earth lifeless, but when We pour down rain on it, it is stirred to life, it swells, 

and it produces every kind of beautiful growth ... It is He who gives life to the dead, and 

it is He who has power over all things.” (Q 22:5-6; cf. 30:50) 

While such verses appear to constitute an appeal to empirical evidence, they are 
perhaps more accurately to be understood as metaphors; the same could be said of some 
of the many verses beginning: “Travel through the land and see....” One passage 
draws attention to the way in which nature is constantly renewed: 

Do they not see how God originates creation, then repeats it; truly that is easy for God. Say: 

“Travel through the land and see how He originated creation; so will God produce a later 

creation, for God has power over all things.” (Q 29:19-20) 

More generally, however, the command to “travel through the land and see” is part 
of an appeal to force, alluding to the fate that awaits the pagans if they continue to 
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disbelieve in the message that is being conveyed to them. In these cases the intention 
presumably is indeed to cite empirical evidence (thus constituting an argument from 
demonstration), for the unbelievers are being asked to witness the ruins of the towns 
and cities of peoples who were destroyed in the past for their disobedience and recalci¬ 
trance (e.g., Q 27:67-9: such passages are often warning against unbelief in general 
rather than disbelief in the resurrection in particular). It is frequently pointed out that 
those earlier nations were more powerful than the Meccans (e.g., 0 19:74: 44:37; 
50:36), constituting an a fortiori argument to the effect that if God could destroy them, 
it would be even easier for Him to destroy the Meccans. 

Threats are a prominent element of the Qur'anic rhetoric, and are much in evidence 
on this subject. When the Meccans ask: “When will this promise come true.?” the suc¬ 
cinct reply is: “They’ll only have to wait for a single blast!” (Q 36:48-9). In one passage 
the person who expresses Incredulity about being raised up is quickly and graphically 
reminded of the punishment of hell (Q 19:66-71); in another a doubter asks rhetori¬ 
cally: “Shall we be raised up, and also our forefathers.?”, and Muhammad is told to 
retort: “Yes, and you will be humiliated!” (Q 37:16-18). 

Ultimately, God is able to do anything, and the theme of God’s power is closely inter¬ 
woven with arguments for the resurrection: “If He wills. He can remove you all and 
replace you with a new creation” (Q 14:19; 35:16). In reply to the question: “Who can 
give life to decayed bones.?” (Q 36:78), the Qur'an answers with a passage referring to 
the first creation and to God’s power to produce fire from trees, and concludes; “Indeed 
when He intends a thing He only has to say ‘Be’ and it is! So glory be to Him in whose 
hands is the dominion of all things; and to Him you will all be returned” (Q 36:82-3). 
In a sense, the resurrection is the ultimate manifestation of God’s power in nature. 


Conclusion 

It is clear that the Qur'an has a rich repertoire of forms and types of argument, though 
the preference for the concrete and the practical over the abstract and the theoretical 
is everywhere in evidence. Generally speaking the Qur'anic argumentation falls within 
the domain of rhetoric and persuasion rather than strict logic (although it does contain 
some logical arguments, as we have seen), Aristotle himself acknowledged the limita¬ 
tions of rational discourse, and maintained that effective communication required not 
just an ability to argue logically but also an understanding of human character and 
emotions (Edmondson 1984: 18, fn. 47). The Qur'anic arguments are enhanced by 
many elements which are not considered valid in terms of pure logic, such as appeals 
to emotion and the appeal to the absolute. Qne would not expect it to be otherwise in 
a book which speaks in the natural language of everyday speech, the more so when we 
consider that this is scripture. In a religious context, one could argue that an appeal to 
the heart is as important as the appeal to the mind, if not more so. 

If persuasion is much more than a matter of mere logic, one needs to go beyond logic 
in order to fully appreciate the Qur'anic argumentation, and one needs to acknowledge 
that what the Qur'an says is inseparable from how it says it. For example, when report¬ 
ing the arguments of its opponents, the Qur'an may simultaneously discredit those 
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opponents by (sometimes quite casually) referring to them as “wrongdoers” (Q 21:3) 
or “liars” (Q 37:152). The subtle psychological nuances can easily be missed. For 
example, the accusation of forgery at one time brings the response: “If God wills, He 
will seal up your [i,e. Muhammad’s] heart” (Q 42:24), The listener’s attention is thus 
drawn to the possible cessation of revelation while the underlying implication that the 
revelation comes from God may go unnoticed, and so be the more readily accepted. 
Such methods, where the argumentation operates on a subliminal level, may well be a 
match for those contained in contemporary manuals on the art of persuasion. Muslims 
have long held the view that the Qur'an is composed with a supreme eloquence in order 
to convey its message in the most effective possible way, and that therein lies its inim- 
itability; the persuasive elements which are described here could easily be seen as one 
aspect of this (in fact the classical commentators, such as al-Zamakhsharl [d, 
538/1144], did occasionally draw attention to the Qur'an’s psychological appeal). 

More fundamentally, it has been suggested that the Qur'an as a whole purveys a 
worldview which, in its consistency and eloquence, is quite compelling. Once the lis¬ 
tener begins to enter into that worldview, he or she is inducted into a “thought system” 
which on its own terms makes perfect sense and whose various elements can be easily 
accepted (Waardenburg 1980: 631; the Qur'an’s graduahst approach, sometimes con¬ 
ceding its opponents’ premises or meeting them on their own ground, would certainly 
help the process of induction). This may help to account for the efficacy of certain argu¬ 
ments even when they may appear unconvincing to unbelievers, based as they are on 
premises which are not yet fully accepted by them. 

The arguments in the Qur'an are overwhelmingly between the forces of good (God, 
Muhammad, believers, past prophets) and the forces that - at least for the time being 
- set themselves up in opposition to God and His messengers (there are exceptions: at 
times the believers and even Muhammad himself are the target of God’s arguments). 
Interestingly, one often finds the same types of argument on both sides: both God and 
the pagans resort to ad hominem arguments, and periodically issue challenges. Thus 
accusations of lying abound on both sides, and the opponents’ challenges to 
Muhammad to hasten their punishment or bring back their forefathers are mirrored in 
the Qur'an’s challenges to them to produce a comparable piece of scripture, or to 
produce proof of what they say. While Muhammad cites God’s will in his arguments 
(e.g., Q 10:16), his adversaries do the same (e,g., Q 6:148), albeit with questionable 
sincerity. 

However, certain types of argument apply only to the divine - the argument from 
the absolute being an obvious example, which may be broadly seen as incorporating 
assertive affirmations and denials, appeals to force, future projections (mainly of escha¬ 
tological scenes) as well as any other elements requiring omniscience (such as reveal¬ 
ing the secret thoughts of the opponents). Such arguments may seem like preaching 
to the converted, to those who are already convinced of God’s omnipotence, and indeed 
they may be partly aimed at wavering or newly converted Muslims; but bearing in mind 
the pagans’ belief in a High God called Allah, such verses might well have a cumula¬ 
tive effect In reinforcing His pre-eminence. Jews and Christians, of course, already 
believed in a pre-eminent God, so they could be appealed to on the basis of this common 
ground. 
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Since the lines between the two opposing camps are often so clearly drawn, there 
is never any doubt as to the right and wrong of any argument. When it comes to 
argumentative techniques the arsenal available to God seems to outweigh that of 
Muhammad’s detractors, and an argument between two sides where one side knows 
the secret thoughts of the other is of course an unequal encounter, ft would be fair to 
say that the more persuasive arguments in terms of reasoning as well as expression are 
those which issue from God, and the opponents’ arguments often appear rather lame 
by comparison (although interestingly, they appear to be rather more inventive in 
impugning Muhammad than on the more strictly doctrinal issues of the unity of God 
and the resurrection). Finally, there is no doubt as to who will eventually prevail, and 
who has the last word. The Qur’an warns the listener that all disputes will be settled in 
the hereafter when God will decide between the contenders; “He will certainly make 
clear to you on the day of resurrection those things about which you disagreed” (Q 
16:92). 
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CHAPTER 18 


Knowing and Thinking 

A. H. Mathias Zahniser 


Embossed in beautiful Arabic calligraphy on the glass doorway to the Cambridge Uni¬ 
versity Divinity School, among quotations from others of the world’s scriptures in their 
languages of revelation, is the Qur'anic phrase, wa-fawqa hull dhl ‘ilm allm, “and above 
every possessor of knowledge is a knower” (Q 12:76). Popular and classical commen¬ 
tators agree on the verse’s meaning, “Above every creature who knows, there is 
someone more knowledgeable - until you end up at God” (e.g., al-Mahalll and al- 
Suyutl 1952). In other words, God is the ultimate knower. 


Divine and Human Knowledge in the Qur’an 

Franz Rosenthal (1970: 1-2), in a detailed discussion of the QuUanic root -1-m, 
concludes that “no other concept,” not even tawhid or din, “has been operative as a 
determinant of Muslim civilization in all its aspects to the same extent as ilm.” Words 
for knowledge from this root make up one percent of the words in the Qur'an. Except 
for words from the roots k-w-n, “being,” and q-w-l, “saying,” the only words occurring 
more times than words for knowledge from the root -1-m, are Allah and Rabb. 


Divine Knowing and Teaching 

Alim, meaning, “a Imower,” “a learned one,” “a sage,” occurs 161 times in the singu¬ 
lar, In all but eight of these God is the allm referred to. The exceptions include Moses, 
according to Pharaoh’s leaders (Q 7:109: 26:34): Pharaoh’s sorcerers (Q 7:112: 
10:79); Joseph (Q 12:55); and the unborn son of Abraham (Q 15:53; 51:28). With the 
exception of Abraham’s son, designated allm by angelic prophesy, aU these “knowers” 
have been able to do something supernatural. The plural, 'ulamd\ occurs twice: 
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Q 26:197 refers to “the learned of the Children of Israel,” and Q 35:28 says, “Those 
among His servants who have knowledge fear Allah.” 


God as Knower 

Overwhelmingly, however, that is in 94 percent of its occurrences, the Qur'an uses ‘alim 
for God. Furthermore, all of the occurrences of a/fm in reference to God occur in the 
rhyme phrase of a verse. Angelika Neuwirth (1980: 148-52) and Neal Robinson 
(1996: 200-1) have demonstrated the significance of these rhyme phrases for the 
impact of the Qur'an on its receptors. Rhyme phrases reinforce the content of the verse 
or verse groups that they climax, provide motivation for adopting the truth or duty that 
their verses or verse groups advocate, and reinforce the worldview of the Qur'an in 
general. The rhyme phrases containing epithets of God as Knower reinforce the 
Qur'anic emphasis on God as the source of true knowledge. 

The divine name ‘alim occurs in rhyme phrases 154 times. In a little more than half 
of these, it occurs in tandem with another name, sometimes also related to knowing. 
Other divine names, such as Hearer (47 times). Seer (42 times). Witness (16 times), 
and Well-informed (44 times), also occur in rhyme phrases and relate closely to Knower. 
According to Robinson (1996: 200), who arranges the divine names in clusters around 
seven divine attributes, the names clustered around God as omniscient occur 394 
times. Omnipotence, the next most numerous cluster, has 133 occurrences. These 
rhyme phrases powerfully reinforce the Qur'anic emphasis on God as Knower. For 
example, an elaborate analogy for God, called the “verse of light,” climaxes with these 
statements: “Light upon light! Allah guides whom He will to His light. Allah creates 
parables for humankind. In everything Allah is Knower” (Q 24:35). 

All of the names of God related to knowing are either words that have to do with 
God’s perception, for example. Seer or Hearer, or words that express the intensity and 
quality of God’s knowledge, such as Well-informed or Wise. The many words for the 
processes of human knowing that we will examine below are not involved in 
divine knowing. God simply perceives with perfect perception and knows with depth 
and comprehensiveness. He does not come to knowledge; He knows. God possesses 
“Complete and Absolute Knowledge” (Choudhury 2001: 94), although He does not 
possess knowledge of all future human acts so as to determine them (Rahbar 1960: 
53-66). Humans, in contrast, must consider, reflect, remember, and come to under¬ 
stand. Yet both divine and human knowing can be described by words from the 
root 

In 298 verses, the Qur'an uses a word from the root -1-m for God’s knowledge or 
knowing. A significant verse for God’s nature and knowledge is Q 2:255: 


Allah! There is no god but He, the Living, the Self-subsisting. No slumber can seize 
Him nor sleep. His are all things in the heavens and on earth. Who is there that can 
intercede in His presence save by His permission.? He knows what lies before and after 
them [unbelievers]. Nor shall they encompass any of His knowledge except as 
He wills. 
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The knowledge of God is fleshed out in many verses of the Qur'an: God knows well 
what people do and what they do not do (Q 16:28); what they do openly and what they 
do in secret (Q 2:33); when they move about and when they stay at home (Q 47:19); 
what the righteous do, what the unrighteous do, and who the hypocrites are (Q 29:3, 
11). God Imows who have gone astray and who are rightly guided, who bring right 
guidance and who lead others astray (Q 28:85); and, on the basis of knowledge, God 
leads some astray (Q 45:23). God Imows the interpretation of the scripture and the 
interpretation of dreams (Q3:7:12:101). God knows all that is in heaven and on earth 
- including the mysteries of both - and what has been recorded (Q 22:70; 25:6). God 
Imows the processes of non-human life (Q 34:2; 5 7:4), He knows the hour of judgment 
and its rewards and punishments (Q 7:187: 31:34). God neither errs nor forgets and 
at the Judgment “will tell you everything you ever did” (Q 39:7). The Qur'an assures 
receptors that God knows even their doubts and misgivings: “We have created 
humankind, and We Imow what dark suggestions his soul malces to him, for We are 
nearer to him than the jugular vein” (Q 50:16). 

Muhammad is also assured that God’s comprehensive and intimate Imowledge 
extends to the secrets held among people. “No three persons consult secretly but He is 
the fourth among them, nor between five but He makes the sixth.,.. Then, on the day 
of judgment. He will tell them the truth of their conduct. Allah in all things is Knower” 
(Q 58:7). God’sknowing not only inspires respect for the judgment, designed to lead to 
amendment of life; it also offers comfort for the living of life: 

Aliah determines the measure of night and day. Knowing you are unable to calculate it. 

He has relented towards you. Read, therefore, of the Qur’an as much as may be easy for 

you. He knows some of you will be sick, others traveling through the land, seeking Allah’s 

bounty, and others fighting in Allah’s cause. . . . (Q 73:20) 

The intimacy of God’s knowledge extends to the fall of a leaf or the birth of a child: 
“Not a leaf falls without His knowledge” (Q 6:59): ‘Allah created you from dust; then 
from a sperm-drop; then He made you in pairs. No female conceives, or gives birth, 
without His knowledge” (Q 35:11; 41;47). 

Does God learn.? One who is omniscient could hardly learn or be taught: “What! will 
you teach Allah about your religion, when Allah knows all that is in the heavens and 
the earth.?” (Q 49:16). Some verses, however, lead one to believe God learns: “What you 
suffered on the day the two armies met, was by Allah’s permission, in order that He 
might know the believers” (Q 3:166). God roused the men who had slept sealed in a 
cave for a very long time “in order to know which of the two parties best accounted for 
the period they had stayed” in the cave (Q 18:12). ft is God who would know the best 
of the two parties and not the parties themselves. Similar passages include Q 3:140, 
5:94, 34:21 and 57:25. Commentators consistently deny that God learns; A. Yusuf Ali 
(1997; 167, n. 467) comments on Q 3;154 where the word “test” is explicit, “Testing 
by Allah is not in order that it may add to His knowledge, for He Imows all. It is in order 
to help us subjectively, to mould our will, and purge us of any grosser motives, that 
will be searched out by calamity.” If God as learner can be questioned, God as 
teacher cannot. 
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Cod as Teacher 

At least forty-one verses indicate God teaches. One of the clearest has God teaching 
humans so they can teach their domestic animals. Muhammad is told to say, ‘All clean 
things are lawful for you and what trained hunting animals take for you, as you 
have taught them from what Allah taught you” (Q 5:4). God teaches knowledge 
(Q 18:65-6), the Qur'an, and self-expression (Q 55:1-4), 

God taught Adam as well as the angels. “And He taught Adam the names of all 
things: then placed them before the angels, and said: ‘Tell Me the names of these if you 
are truthful.’ They said: ‘Glory to You! We have no Imowledge except what You have 
taught us. Truly You are the Wise Knower’ ” (Q 2:31-2). 

The Qur'an has God teaching Lot (Q 21:74), Joseph (Q 12: 21, 101), Moses 
(Q 28:14), al-Khidr (according to the commentaries) (Q 18:65), David (Q 2:251), 
Solomon (Q 21:79), Jesus (Q 3:48), and Muhammad (Q 4:113). God taught scribes to 
write (Q 2:282). The Qur'an mentions those who were given knowledge {Utu 1- ‘Urn) and 
have come to believe (Q 17:107: 22:54). 

While only words from the root ‘-1-m are used for divine knowing, divine “teaching” 
can be expressed by other roots: adrd, “to malce known” (Q 10:16); ‘arrafa, “cause to 
recognize” (Q 66:3); fassala, “to explain in detail” (Q 6:126); fahhama, “to cause 
to understand” (Q 21:79); and amadda, “to bestow” (Q 26:132). One could even justify 
adding to the list daraba, “to formulate [a parable]” (Q 24:35) and hadd “to guide” 
(Q 4:175). 

The thoroughness of the Qur'anic depiction of divine knowing and teaching should 
prepare us for discovering that humans learn by sharing in what God loiows. When we 
turn to what the Qur'an has to say about human Imowing, however, we find a rich 
vocabulary describing the processes of human learning from perception to cognition 
to understanding, and finally, coming full circle again, to knowledge (Um). 


Human Knowing as Perception, Cognition, and Understanding 

Human thinking, reflecting, perceiving, and evaluating take place, according to the 
Qur'an, in the qalb, the lubb (found only in the plural), the sadr, the fuUd, and the nafs 
- all of which have been translated “heart” by standard English translations. In accor¬ 
dance with normative Semitic culture, the heart is “the organ of perception and under¬ 
standing” (Kermani 2002: 547), and so these terms sometimes get translated “mind” 
(e.g., A. Yusuf Ali 1997 on Q 20:67 and 26:194). The Qur'an never uses the word ‘aql, 
“reason, comprehension, mind, intellect.” As we shall see, however, the basic verb from 
the same root is very fruitful for representing a dimension of human knowing. 

Daniel Madigan (2001: 149-50) charts out the Qur'an’s “extraordinarily varied 
vocabulary” related to knowledge. He includes in a table “all those words to do with 
perception, knowledge, understanding, clarity, and truth,” as well as their antonyms, 
such as, “doubt, argument, ignorance, and forgetfulness.” Of the thirty words in his 
positive list, only sixteen receive attention in this chapter. Of his eighteen antonyms, 
we deal with only two, zanna, “to surmise,” and zama, “to claim.” 
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The Qur'an features no systematic discussion of human knowing. A grasp of its view 
of the subject, therefore, requires careful and thorough contextual study of its rich 
vocabulary. The categories established in this study - supposition, perception, cogni¬ 
tion, and Imowing - are for heuristic purposes only and do not imply that the Qur an 
itself conforms to these categories. I begin with supposition and assertion. 

Supposition and Assertion 

Words from the root z-n-n normally refer to “supposition”: a thought or surmise that 
originates with the person thinldng. “Supposition” may have a positive meaning in 
some contexts. For example, a divorced couple wishing to remarry may do so after the 
woman has been remarried and divorced, as long as they both “suppose” they can keep 
God’s laws (Q 2:230). Such thoughts or convictions originating from the person, 
however, normally turn out to be wrong. For example, those who give female names to 
angels “have no knowledge ( ‘ilm) about it. They follow only supposition and supposi¬ 
tion cannot replace the truth” (Q 53:28). 

The root h-s-b, meaning “to consider, have an opinion, reckon, or imagine” also orig¬ 
inates from persons in a similar way. For example, the community at Medina spread 
rumors about something they had no knowledge ( ‘ilm) of, considering it “a light matter, 
while it was most serious in the sight of Allah” (Q 24:15). With one possible exception 
(Q 18:9), all forty-eight occurrences of this root refer to erroneous considerations or 
imaginings. 

Words from the root z- -m refer to claims or assertions originating from persons. For 
example, the Qur'an reveals that on the day of judgment God will ask those who 
believed in more than one God, “Where are the partners you asserted.?” (Q 6:22). All 
fifteen occurrences refer to erroneous assertions. We turn now to a set of words for per¬ 
ception, another dimension of human knowing. 


Perception: Seeing, Hearing, Awareness, and Recognition 

Words from the roots b-s-r and s-m -' refer to seeing and hearing, obvious dimensions 
of perception. Most of the many instances of these sensory words are literal, but many 
are figurative and refer to openness to the truth of what is heard or - with a negative 
modifier - dismissal of that truth. Just as God may grant knowledge to humans, so also 
God may veil the seeing and hearing of individuals, preventing them from grasping the 
truth (Q2:7; 6:25). 

Two other roots, sh- -r and -r-/, move from seeing and hearing in the direction of 
knowing, but with the nuances of “awareness” and “recognition.” Eliminating words 
from the root sh- -r that do not relate to knowing, we find twenty-seven occurrences. 
All but two are negative. That is, they refer to the subjects as unaware of something. 
An obvious example comes from the narrative where Moses’ sister watches him from a 
distance while the Egyptians are unaware (Q 28:11). At least fourteen times unbeliev¬ 
ers are unaware of what awaits them in the next life (e.g., Q 16:21, 26, 45). The root 
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-r-/ carries with it the connotation of “recognition,” especially of recognizing some 
object that one has known before. The People of the Book, for example, weep when they 
listen to the Qur’an because on the basis of their scriptures “they recognize the truth” 
(Q 5:83). I move now from perception to cognition, the more active dimension of 
human knowing. 

Cognition: Recollection, Reflection, and Understanding 

Several roots supply words describing the many nuances of thinldng or cognition, the 
activity of the heart (or mind) upon what one perceives, recognizes, or is aware of. The 
basic verb from the root dh-k-r means “to remember, commemorate, malce mention 
of, bear in mind.” Thus, a causative verb from this root means “to remind” or “to 
admonish.” The reflexive verb from this root, tadhakkar or idhdhakkar, means “to receive 
reminding or admonition,” A reflexive verb expresses “the state into which the object 
of the action denoted by the [causative or intensive] form is brought by that action, as 
its effect or result” (Wright 1967:1, 36). In the divine interrogation of unbelievers who 
when facing the fires of hell request a second chance, this sense of the effect or result 
of reminding or admonition becomes clear, “Did We not give you long enough life so 
that he who would could receive admonition.?” (Q 35:37). Such reception of remind¬ 
ing or admonition relates closely to the phrase vdu ’l-albdb, “those endowed with hearts” 
(i.e. understanding). Of the Qur’an’s sixteen instances of this phrase, nine are con¬ 
nected with this root. A couple of good examples come from portions of Q2:269, “None 
receive the reminder but those endowed with understanding,” and Q 13:19 “Those 
endowed with understanding receive admonition.” Because the word dhikr and dhikrd 
can indicate God’s message or scripture, the causative verb from this root can mean “to 
communicate the message,” giving the reflexive form the meaning “take the message 
to heart.” The cognitive dimension of the process of recollection shows up in Mahmoud 
Ayoub’s (1984) translation of the portion from Q 2:269, “none reflect save those who 
have intelligence.” 

Another root f-k-r carries the basic idea of “thinking.” It occurs in the intensive 
(called in the case of dhakkara above, the causative) verbal form, fakkara, meaning “to 
think” or “to meditate” and also in the intransitive reflexive form, tafakkara, “to con¬ 
sider” or “to meditate.” An early Meccan verse succinctly describes the cognition of a 
greedy and stubborn person “concocting” (Ibn Kathir 1970) a response to God’s word, 
“He thought much and plotted” (Q 74:18). Here “thought much” translates the inten¬ 
sive form. It is paralleled by “plotted,” an intensive form of another verb meaning “to 
ponder.” Whereas the intensive form suggests thinking something up, as in the case of 
the verse quoted, the reflexive form suggests intense thinking about something and 
requires the preposition fl, “about,” before the object of thought, as in Q 3:191, “think¬ 
ing deeply about the creation of the heavens and the earth.” It is associated frequently 
with signs or evidence pointing to divine guidance, grace, or power: “God makes clear 
to you His signs in hopes you will think deeply” (Q 2:219). Thinldng deeply is also a 
desired response to the proclaimed message, “We have sent down to you the message 
so you can explain clearly to people what is sent for them, so hopefully they will thinlc 
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deeply” (Q 16:44). Of the sixteen instances of this root, thirteen occur, like these two, 
in the reflexive form at the end of verses with no following prepositional phrase, merely 
implying what is to be thought deeply about. This formula reinforces the inner reflec¬ 
tive dimension of the human cognitive process. 

This intensity of inner cognition is also reflected in two verbal forms from the root 
f-q-h, featuring the basic idea of understanding. The basic verbal form faqiha, meaning 
“to be wise,” or “to be understanding,” occurs nineteen times; and the intransitive 
reflexive form, tafaqqaha, “to be assiduous in instructing one’s-self” (Penrice 1873) 
occurs only once. The basic form occurs fifteen times in a negative context, such as, 
“when he reached a tract between two mountains, he found beneath them a people 
who scarcely understood” (Q 18:93); three times in conditional or hopeful contexts 
such as in the case of Moses who asks God to remove the impediment in his speech “so 
they may understand what I say” (Q 20:28); and once in a positive context, “We detail 
our speech for a people who understand” (Q 6:98). The single occurrence of the reflex¬ 
ive form occurs in a verse ordering a contingent from every war party to stay behind 
“to strive to understand religion” and then to admonish the others when they return 
(Q 9:122; Wallcer 2003: 103). 

Some other roots such as y-q-n, d-r-s, and f-h-m can also be treated under the topic 
of the cognitive or active thinking dimension of human Imowing. The latter root occurs 
only once in the causative form, fahhama, in a passage (Q 21:79) already mentioned 
in connection with divine teaching. The basic verb darasa from the root d-r-s means 
“to study or read attentively” and occurs five times. The related noun dirdsa occurs once 
(Q 6:156). Five of these six occurrences connect study with sacred scripture (e.g., 
Q3:79). 

The most significant verb describing the process of human cognition is aqala from 
the root ‘-q-1. It points to the process of thinking or intellection: “to understand, be inge¬ 
nious, prudent, or sagacious.” It occurs forty-nine times, almost always in the second 
or third person plural, usually in rhyme phrases of exhortation (Kermani 2002: 547) 
such as “Do you not understand.?” or “In order that you may understand,” or “For a 
people who understand.” The colloquial English expression “to use your head” that has 
a near equivalent in the Qur'an, “Do they not travel through the land and so have a 
heart to understand with.?” (Q 22:46; cf. 7:179; 12:109), seems appropriate for inter¬ 
preting this verb in forty of its occurrences. Another verse asks, “Or do you think most 
of them listen or use their heads (yaqilm)? They are merely like cattle, but even more 
lost” (Q 25:44). The verb does not mean rational thinking in the Enlightenment sense, 
however, but rather thoughtful response to divine initiative. The verb occurs in positive, 
possibility, and negative, contexts. 


Positive 

This verb depicts positive cognition, understanding, or “use of the head” nine times - 
less than one fifth of its total occurrences. Maybe al-GhazalTs (1967-8:1,114-23) very 
positive assessment of this term stems from its rare exercise! One of these declares that 
only those given knowledge understand the parables God has given (Q 29:43). All eight 
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of the other occurrences state that God gives signs in nature, culture, and history for 
those who “use their heads” (Q 2:164, 13:4; 16:12, 67; 29:35; 30:24, 28; 45:5). 


Possibility 

Nine occurrences of the verb from this root involve a possibility or hope expressed by 
the use of the common Qur'anic modal particle la alia, meaning “perhaps” (Cragg 
1973: 75). In most of these passages divine signs are expected, intended, or hoped to 
lead to understanding: “We have shown the signs plainly to you. Perhaps you will use 
your head” (Q 57:17; cf. 2:73, 242; 3:118; 24:61). In one of the verses in which divine 
signs are explicit, the conditional particle in, “if,” plays a semantic role similar to that 
of la alia in the other verses: “We have made plain to you the signs, if you use your 
head” (Q 3:118). God’s commands are also designed to lead to this understanding - in 
some sense, they are also signs: “Do not take life, which Allah has forbidden, except for 
some just cause. This He commanded you. Perhaps you will use your head” (Q 6:151). 
Finally, the Qur'an is offered “in hopes you will understand” (Q 12:2; 43:3). These 
possibility passages point to human responsibility in knowing (Kermani 2002; 548; 
Rahbar 1960: 63). 


Negative 

More than half (thirty-three) of all occurrences of verbs from this root are preceded by 
a negative particle. Seventeen of the thirty-three occur in the form of a question such 
as this one directed at the People of the Book: “Do you require right conduct of the 
people, and neglect [it] yourselves.? And yet you study the scripture! Will you not use 
your head.?” (Q 2:44). The blessings of the afterlife should lead to understanding, “The 
eternal home is good for those who are pious. Will you not then use your head.?” (Q 
6:32). Another verse asks whether the revealed Qur'an should not lead to under¬ 
standing, “We have sent down for you a book. A message for you is in it. Will you not 
then use your head.?” (Q 21:10). Q 23:80 is one of only three of these negatively con¬ 
strued verses connecting signs of God with coming to understand: “He is the one who 
gives life and brings death. His is the alternation of night and day. Will you not then 
use your head.?” This and the other two (Q 22:46; 29:63) do not mention the word 
“signs” even though they enumerate examples of them. Thus the word “signs,” dyat, 
so common among the positive and perhaps verses, does not occur among the nega¬ 
tively construed verses - the clear majority of the verses featuring the basic verb from 
the root -q-l. 

The remaining sixteen negative instances of this root occur in declarative sentences. 
For example, one verse criticizes the People of the Book who reject faith, “When you 
[believers] proclaim your call to prayer, they talce it as mockery and sport because they 
are a people without understanding” (Q 5:58). Two verses charge a majority with 
failing to understand (Q 5:103; 49:4). Another criticizes a party of people for pervert¬ 
ing the truth “knowingly after they understood it” (Q 2:75). 
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A couple of instances of this verb stand out as different from those mentioned so far. 
When Pharaoh claims that Moses is a madman, Moses says, “Lord of the east and the 
west, and all between! If you only used your head!” (0 26:28). Here we have one of 
the two verses featuring this verb where the conditional particle in occurs. The other 
one was cited in connection with the verbs constructed with the possibility verses above. 
Finally, Q 67:10 is unique among all the verses containing this verb. In it unbelievers 
are depicted making confession at the judgment, “Had we but listened or used our 
heads, we would not be among the inhabitants of the blazing fire!”. 

Navid Kermani (2002: 548) draws attention to four verses in the siira of the Greeks 
(Q 30:21-4), each ending with a different phrase representing positive human 
responses to divine signs. In the first verse, features of God’s design for human conju¬ 
gal harmony are offered as “signs for a people who think deeply.” The second verse 
identifies divine creation and human language and culture as “signs for the know¬ 
ledgeable.” The satisfaction of sleep and the desire for bounty represent the third set of 
“signs for a people who listen.” The final verse holds up the startling lightning and the 
life-giving rain as “signs for a people who understand.” Kermani notes that these 
responses to divine signs include the sensual, listening; the intellectual, thinking: and 
the understanding that embraces the other two. But the order of the culminating 
phrases and the presence of “the knowledgeable” in second place indicates that the 
Qur’anic perspective will frequently defy any neat analysis. The first and the fourth 
phrases represent distinctive human ways of Imowing as we have seen: the second and 
third represent ways of knowing that humans share with God. Listening is a percep¬ 
tion humans share with God. Knowledge - and here the root is again -1-m - consists 
of accurate interpretation that depends on human response to divine knowledge. I turn 
now to the human side of this knowing. 

Knowing 

The Qur’an employs four roots for various aspects of knowing, -r-f, sh- -r (already dis¬ 
cussed under perception as “awareness” and “recognition”), d-r-y and -1-m, The root 
d-r-y provides the basic verb dard, “to know,” occurring twelve times - all cast in the 
negative. This is the “when-where-and-how” kind of knowing. For example, in Q 4:11, 
believers are said not to know inheritance procedures. This root also provides a 
causative verb, adrd, “to make known,” occurring seventeen times. Sixteen times the 
Qur’an asks, “What will make known to you.?” In fifteen of them the phrase signals 
some mysterious (Sells 1999: 55) feature of the day of judgment (e.g., Q 82:18). When 
turning to words from the root -1-m for human knowing, a rich array of passages can 
be found. In words related to knowledge as ilm, the all-important connection between 
divine and human knowing is revealed. 

Divine Knowledge and Human Knowing 

A number of the most significant words for perception, cognition, and understanding 
that are unique to humanity have been explored. We are now ready to look at ilm as 
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human knowledge. According to Rosenthal (1970: 31), the “reason for the existence 
of divine knowledge as well as its final destination are, in a manner of speaking, man 
and his need and desire for Imowledge.” 

I shall discuss this divine-human Imowledge in the Qur’an in relation to unbelievers, 
people of the book, believers, prophets and messengers, and specially gifted persons. 
I will ignore it in relation to animals (Q 5:31), angels (Q 2:30, 102; 29:32), jinn (Q 
37:158), and demons (Q 2:102). 


Unbelievers and hypocrites 

Unbelievers clearly Imow some things. Egyptian sorcerers are Imowledgeable (‘ailm) 
(Q 7:112; 10:79). Unbelievers know the creation of God in the beginning of things, 
even though their knowledge does not lead them to celebrate God’s praises (Q 56:62). 
God has created humans from what even unbelievers know (Q 70:39): dust, a sperm, 
a clot, and then from a piece of flesh (Q 22:5; 23:14; 40:67: 75:38). Moses reminds 
Pharaoh of what he Imows, “You well know,” he says, “that these things have been sent 
down by none but the Lord of the heavens and the earth as eye-opening evidence” 
(Q 17:102). In Q 23:83-9, the Qur’an directs Muhammad to respond to the unbeliev¬ 
ers’ objections with a series of questions: “Whose is the earth and all it contains.?” “Who 
is the Lord of the seven heavens and the throne.?” and “Who governs all things.?” The 
verses containing the first and last questions conclude with the rhyme phrase, “If you 
know.” In each case, Muhammad is assured, their answer will be “Allah,” While they 
know the answer, they do not respond by accepting God’s final messenger. The Qur’an 
pleads with the unbelievers as it does with Muhammad’s receptors in general: “do not 
set up rivals for Allah knowingly” (Q 2:20-2). 

Even though unbelievers know some things of significance, they lack knowledge of 
such basic truths as “God sees” (Q 96:14), owns everything, and promises reliably 
(Q 10:55). Because they do not know better, they allow beings that “they do not know” 
(Q 16:56) to share God’s deity (Q 6:100). They tend to think some things they know 
are unknown to God (Q 41:22), They do not know that God enlarges or restricts their 
resources according to His pleasure (Q 39:52). 

They also cannot comprehend the hereafter (Q 27:66). Some of them say there is 
no afterlife (Q 45:24), They reveal their lack of knowledge of the unseen world by giving 
female names to angels and by relying on angelic intercession (Q 53:26-30). Most 
unbelievers do not know that the resurrection precedes the judgment (Q 45:26). Nor 
does anyone know “what delights of the eye” are reserved for devout persons (Q 32:17). 

Because unbelievers lack knowledge, they do not curb their passions (Q 6:119). They 
slay their children (Q 6:140), engage in shameful acts (Q 7:28), charge Muhammad 
with forgery of scripture (Q 16:101), attribute calamity to evil omens (Q 7:131), and 
lead others astray (Q 6:144; 31:6). They reject God’s signs even though they do “not 
have full Imowledge of them” (Q 27:84), 

Several times the Qur’an appears to long for unbelievers to Imow, repeating “If they 
only Imew.” If they only knew that the suffering of the next life is worse than that of 
this fife (Q 68:33). “If only the unbelievers knew when they will not be able to ward off 
the fire from their faces, nor yet from their backs, and no help can reach them” 
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(Q 21:39). Lilce the spider, unbelievers are constructing a flimsy house, “if they but 
knew” (Q 29:41). 

But unbelievers have no real knowledge of what they claim to know about God 
(Q 10:68). Their lack of knowledge leads to disputation (Q 22:3; 63:7-8). In the fin al 
analysis, the way of the unbeliever could be called “the path of those who do not know” 
(Q 10:89). They could even be called “a people who do not Imow” (Q 9:6). 

A frequent phrase about unbelievers is “soon they will Imow.” For example, “0 my 
people! Do whatever you can. I will act; so you will soon know who will have the ulti¬ 
mate abode” (Q 6:135). Since all messages have a fixed term, those who reject the 
message will “soon know” (Q 6:67). Noah’s detractors will “soon Imow” (Q 11:39); the 
people of Shu'ayb will “soon know” (Q 11:93). This reliance on future experience for 
Imowledge provides evidence that ‘Urn is knowledge of the truth about the way things 
truly are. 

But unbelievers who resist the message of Muhammad also suffer from all the limi¬ 
tations of human knowing. They persist in following their ancestors, but even they do 
not really know: “They say; ‘Enough for us are the ways we found our fathers follow¬ 
ing,’ What! even though their fathers were void of knowledge and guidance.?” 
(Q 5:104). If they do not Imow, for example, that all the prophets and messengers sent 
to previous peoples were humans, they should consult the people who have scriptures 
(Q 16:43). Abraham asks his detractors to determine who is more worthy of author¬ 
ity: the deities they associate with God or God himself - if they “have the knowledge” 
(Q6:81). 

In another context where food taboos are being debunked, Muhammad is told to say, 
“Inform me with knowledge if you speak the truth” (Q 6:143), In another verse know¬ 
ledge is contrasted with surmise. Muhammad is told to reply to those who blame God’s 
decree for their polytheism, “Say: ‘Have you any knowledge.? Then display it for us. You 
follow nothing but opinion. You only conjecture’” (Q 6:148). Knowledge parallels 
revealed authority: “Yet they worship, besides Allah, that for which no authority has 
been sent down to them, and that of which they have no knowledge” (Q 22:71). 

People of the Book 

That the People of the Book know the truth does not necessarily mean they will act on 
it in faith: ‘A party of them heard the word of Allah, and, after they understood it, per¬ 
verted it knowingly” (Q 2:75). The Israelites Imew Moses was a messenger of God, yet 
they still vexed and rejected him (Q 61:5). Another passage addressing the People of 
the Book lays bare what they know and what they do not know: 

And when there came to them a messenger from Allah, confirming what was with them, 
a party of the People of the Book threw away the book of Allah behind their backs. As if 
they did not know! . .. They learned what harmed them, not what profited them. And they 
knew that those who bought it [magic] would have no share in the happiness of the here¬ 
after. And vile was the price they sold their souls for, if they only knew! If they had kept 
their faith and guarded themselves from evil, the reward from their Lord would have been 
far better, if they but knew! (Q 2:101-3) 
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The three verses end with a rhyme phrase containing what they do not know or what 
they should have known, suggesting there is a knowledge these Israelites lacked, even 
though they had been taught knowledge. Nevertheless, the People of the Book can be 
termed “those with access to the message” and can be consulted by Muhammad’s audi¬ 
ence on matters of controversy such as whether the prophets who went before him 
were humans who received inspiration (Q 21:7). 

The People of the Book neglected the religion of surrender through envy of one 
another after knowledge came to them (Q 3:19). They divided only after knowledge 
came to them (Q 42:14). They knew full well the Qur’an came from God (Q 6:114). 
But, they concealed the truth that they Imew to be true (Q 3:71). They disputed about 
things they knew and about things they knew not - about Abraham, for example, who 
lived before their religious communities were organized (Q 3:66). They knew that they 
told lies about God (Q 3:75, 78). 


Believers 

In short, to believe is to know, for example, about “the hour”: “Those who beheve hold 
it in awe, and know that it is the truth” (Q 42:18). Even behevers are not fully Imow- 
ledgeable, however: “To those who leave their homes in the cause of Allah, after suf¬ 
fering oppression. We will assuredly give a goodly home in this world: but truly the 
reward of the hereafter will be greater. If they only knew!” (Q 16:41), Believers in 
Medina are reprimanded for spreading false rumors: “You . .. said .. . things of which 
you had no knowledge” (Q 24:15). After instructing believers about divorce, a long 
verse ends with the rhyme phrase, “God knows and you do not know” (Q 2:2 3 2), Believ¬ 
ers may not know all who will come against them in battle, but God does know (Q 8:60). 
Some things that are good for the believers may be counter-intuitive - such as fighting: 
but God knows what believers do not (Q 2:216). Some rich believers may stay home 
from battle claiming exemption: but because God has sealed their hearts, they are 
without knowledge (Q 9:93). 

Just as God has longings for unbelievers to know the truth, so He has some longings 
for the believers also to be fully knowledgeable. When instructing the faithful in fasting, 
the Qur’an still laments, “If you only knew” (Q 2:184). Dropping commercial activities 
to hasten off to Friday prayers is best for all, the Qur’an reveals, “If you only knew” 
(Q 62:9). At any rate, the Qur’an insists that God teaches believers what they do not 
know (Q 2:239). 

In some verses the imperative mood of the verb “to know” is used. For example, “Q 
you who believe! ... know that Allah comes in between a man and his heart, and that 
it is He to whom you will be gathered” (Q 8:24). The Qur’an distinguishes between inap¬ 
propriate behavior that is inadvertent on the part of believers and that done knowingly: 
“Do not consume your wealth ... with intent to consume wrongfully and knowingly a 
part of the wealth of others” (Q 2:188; 3:135). At one stage, the Qur’an exhorts believ¬ 
ers not to come to prayer intoxicated, since “You should Imow what you are saying” 
(Q 4:43). A dialogue between leaders of his community and those who have come to 
believe in Muhammad’s message suggests a parallel between knowledge and faith. The 
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leaders ask the powerless believers in Muhammad’s message: “Do you know that 
Muhammad is a messenger from his Lord?” The believers then reply, “We believe in 
what he was sent with” (Q 7:75). In a Qur’anic parable, a man from the farthest part 
of a city comes running to urge its citizens to accept the message of those sent to them 
from God. The citizens having apparently dispensed with him, this man is invited into 
God’s paradise. But, still thinking of his people, he wishes they had the loiowledge he 
has had (Q 36:20-6). 


Specialists 

Two Qur’anic verses mention some among the believers and the People of the Book 
who have gone deeply into the realm of Imowledge. They are called, “those who are 
well-grounded in Imowledge” (Q 3:7; 4:162). Only God and the well-grounded in 
Imowledge among the Muslim believers understand the “figurative” (Gragg 1973: 42) 
or metaphorical verses of the Qur’an according to Q 3:7: 

Those who are twisted of mind look for figurative verses, seeking deviation and giving to 
them interpretations of their own; but no one knows their meaning except God; and those 
well-grounded in knowledge affirm: “We believe in them as aU of them are from the Lord.” 

(A. Ali2001) 

The other verse speaks of the well-grounded in knowledge among the Children of Israel. 
They believe in what God revealed to Muhammad and in the earlier revelations as well 
(Q 4:162). Maybe these are the Imowledgeable of Israel whose acknowledgment of the 
Qur’an should have provided evidence for the truth of Muhammad’s message 
(Q 26:197). A person with “knowledge from the book” competes successfully against 
“a crafty jinni” (A, Ali 2001) by getting the throne of the Queen of Sheba to Solomon 
in an instant. This suggests some esoteric knowledge connected with God’s book. The 
commentators generally think the person knew a divine name that could cause distant 
objects to be brought near (Q 2 7:39-40). God taught another specialist knowledge, and 
he in turn taught Moses (Q 18:65-6). 

The Qur’an in ten places mentions “those given knowledge” or “those who have 
access to divine knowledge through God’s initiative in addressing humanity through 
the prophets” (Madigan 2001: 8): ‘Among them are men who listen to you, but in the 
end, when they leave you, they say to those given knowledge, “What is it he said just 
then?” (Q47:16); “God will raise those of you who believe, and those given knowledge, 
in position. God is aware of what you do” (Q 58:11). 


Messengers 

God’s messengers recognize their limits. When God gathers them on the judgment day 
to give an account of their mission, they will confess, “We have no knowledge. You are 
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the Knower of the unseen” (Q 5:109). Jesus in such a scenario says, “You know what 
is in my heart, I do not know what is in Yours. For You know in full all that is hidden” 
(Q 5:116). What messengers do Imow comes from God. Noah says to his people, “My 
advice to you is sincere, I know from Allah something you do not know” (Q 7:62), In 
a similar vein Abraham addresses his father, “0 my father! Imowledge has come to me 
that has not reached you. So follow me” (Q 19:43). God sends Muhammad to bring 
people new knowledge (Q 2:151), but he does not have knowledge of the unseen: ‘As 
to the knowledge of the time, it is Allah’s alone. I am only to warn plainly in public” 
(Q 67:25-6). He is not privy to the counsel of the angels (Q 38:69), and he does not 
have the ability to read the intentions of others (Q 9:101). Obviously, all human 
knowing has limits. 


Limits of Human Knowing 

Human knowing, as represented by words from the root ‘-l-m, has limits. The Qur'an 
makes clear that “God has created things of which you know nothing” (Q 16:8). 
As we have seen, one of the main things humans do not Imow - not even God’s 
messengers - is the time of the judgment (e.g., Q 33:63). In fact, only a little knowledge 
is given to ordinary humans (Q 17:85). Although they should not pursue what they 
have no knowledge of (Q 17:36), people tend to dispute in areas where they lack 
knowledge (Q 3:66). They indeed tend to exaggerate the effect of what they know. 
For example, when trouble comes, people cry to God, but when God shows them favor, 
they attribute the good things that happen to their own knowledge (Q 39:49: 40:83). 
Indeed some things defy any knowledge except God’s: “none can know the forces 
[angels] of your Lord except He” (Q 74:31). Yet the Qur'an insists on the necessity of 
knowledge. 


Necessity of Divine Knowledge 

Knowledge appears to be a requisite for a number of things. Knowledge opens people 
to the Qur'an as God’s truth: “That those given knowledge may know that it is the truth 
from your Lord, and so believe in it, and so their hearts will become humble before it” 
(Q 22:54:17:107). Signs can be self-evident for those given knowledge (Q 29:49), and 
people who know will receive explanations of God’s signs (Q 6:97). God malces plain his 
ordinances to those with knowledge (Q 2:230). Knowledge prevents people from being 
misled (Q 30:29). Qnly those who have knowledge understand the parables (Q 29:43). 
People of knowledge and faith will be ready for the day of judgment (Q 30:56). Without 
knowledge, hearts may be sealed (Q 30:59). Knowledge, along with guidance and scrip¬ 
ture, reduces disputes about God (Q 31:20). The gift of Imowledge is a reward for good¬ 
ness: “When he [Moses] reached full age, and was firmly established. We bestowed on 
him wisdom and Imowledge. Thus We reward those who do good” (Q 28:14). We turn 
now to some overall conclusions from this study. 
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Conclusions 

We observed that although the Qur’an clearly presents some people as endowed with 
Imowledge and understanding and frequently refers to those who know, more verses 
occur that speak of those who do not properly exercise their intellectual powers, who 
do not know, “but their hearts are divided because they are a people who do not use 
their heads” (qawm Id yaqilm) (Q 59:14). Furthermore, all of the sixty-five instances 
of akthar, “most,” combined with various verbs such as “know,” “believe,” and “under¬ 
stand” turn up negative. For example, ‘AUah never departs from Flis promise, but most 
of humanity does not Imow” {Id yalamm) (Q 30:6). In other words, lack of Imowledge 
(twenty-seven times), faith (fifteen times), and even gratitude (six times) seem to char¬ 
acterize the majority of humankind. 

As essentially divine knowledge, ilm represents accurate appraisal of the way things 
really are. For example, according to the following verse, God knows the true state of 
affairs and the community can discern it: 

0 you who believe! When there comes to you believing women refugees, examine them. 

Allah knows best about their faith. If you come to know that they are believers, then do 

not send them back to the unbelievers. (Q 60:10) 

This special character of ‘ilm finds confirmation in the fact that the major processes of 
coming to know, such as remembering, thinking, and understanding, find elaborate 
application to humans in the Qur’an, but are never attributed to God. In other words, 
God knows, but does not need to exercise recollection, reflection, or thinking, nor 
does he need to come to understand. God perceives and knows all things as they 
actually are. 

As human knowledge, ‘ilm has this same character. Even unbelievers will “soon 
know” when they actually experience the final accounting (Q 6:135). Congruent with 
this, as human knowledge, ‘ilm represents more a state of mind or heart and a divine 
endowment “equated with religious insight” (Rosenthal 1970: 29). Certain passages 
equate knowledge and faith through parallelism (e.g., Q 30:56). A verse cluster 
sets knowing, intellectual perception {yafqahm), and believing in obvious parallel 
(Q 6:97-9; cf., Q 45:3-6). In fact, “those who believe know” (Q 2:26). Such Imowledge 
is bound up with reverence for God, “Those . .. who truly fear God have knowledge” 
(Q 35:28). Thus, a tradition attributed to the companion of the prophet Ibn Mas'ud 
(d. 32/652-3) must contain at least a grain of truth, “Knowledge is not acquired 
through much sharing of information. It is a light cast in the heart” (cited in al-Ghazali 
1967-8:1, 71). 


Further reading 

Arberry, A. J. (1957) Revelation and Reason in Islam. George Allen & Unwin, Macmillan, London, 
New York. 



KNOWING AND THINKING 297 


Al-Ghazali (1970) The Book of Knowledge. Being a Translation with Notes of the Kitab al-'IIm of al- 
Gazzati’s Ihya’ ‘ulum al-din, trans. N. A. Paris, 2nd edn. Sh. Muhammad Ashraf, Lahore. 

Kermani, N. (2002) Intellect. In: McAuliffe, Jane Dammen (ed.) Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an. BriU, 
Leiden, vol. H, pp. 547-9. 

Madigan, D. A. (2001) The Quran’s Self-image. Princeton University Press, Princeton. 

Rahbar, D. (1960) God of Justice: A Study in the Ethical Doctrine of the Quran. E. J. BrUl, Leiden, 
especially pp. 51-66, 261-322. 

Rosenthal, F. (1970) Knowledge Triumphant. E. J. BrUl, Leiden. 

Walker, P. E. (2003) Knowledge and learning. In: McAuliffe, Jane Dammen (ed.) Encyclopedia of 
the Qur’an. Brill, Leiden, vol. Ill, pp. 100-4. 



CHAPTER 19 


Sex, Sexuality, 
and the Family 

Khaleel Mohammed 


The Qur'an did not create an entirely new set of norms for the Arabian milieu to which 
it was initially addressed. Rather, Islam’s main document concerned itself with improv¬ 
ing the standards governing the prevailing practices, and thus reformed but never 
completely replaced all of Arabian patriarchal tribal values and customary laws. This 
is especially evident in the case of sex, sexuality, and family where such amelioration 
remained strictly within the parameters reflecting the values and realities of patriar¬ 
chal society. The Qur'an claims to be a continuation of the Abrahamic message and, 
as such, contains much of what can be determined to be biblical in precedent and par¬ 
allel, thus underlining a patriarchal value-system. Females therefore remained, for all 
the amelioration of their status, subordinate to the males of their family. 

Prior to Islam, the tribal society of Arabia regarded the family as the basic social unit, 
and the tribe merely as an extended family. This can be seen in the Arabic term for tribe, 
banii, meaning literally “sons;” the idea was that all the members of a tribe could be 
traced to a common forefather. Humankind is referred to in the Qur'an collectively as 
banii Adam, the sons of Adam, and the Israelites are often referred to as banulsrd% the 
sons of Israel, 

It has been pointed out that the number of Qur'anic verses on legal issues is only 
about 500, in comparison to that document’s total 6,236 verses (according to a 
common counting), and that many of the issues covered in positive law rely on the 
hadith as source material. On sex, sexuality, and family, however, the Qur'an contains 
detailed accounts. Islam’s source document clearly sees itself as inimitable (Q 2:23; 
10:38; 4:82); by the fourth/tenth century, however, the jurists had conflated inun- 
itability to include immutability. It is this concept that underlines the idea of timeless¬ 
ness of the Qur'an and which presents one of the greatest hurdles to change in 
traditional scriptural edicts according to many modernists today. 

Medieval exegetes saw no problem in reconciling the concept of tunelessness of the 
Qur'an with the fact that they studied and recorded the chronology and particulars of 
occasions of revelation of various verses. This study, rather than put the entire Qur'an 
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into historical context, was primarily to defend the concept of abrogation {naskh) 
wherein it was necessary to identify which the earlier and later verses were, in order to 
know which was abrogating and which was being abrogated. Modern discourses on the 
Qur'an, however, tend to focus less on chronology since this would give the impression 
that the Qur'an is a temporal document; the following discussion eschews the issue and 
instead details the concepts of sex, sexuality, and family as found in the text, dealing 
only secondarily with exegetical and hadith interpretations. 

In the Qur'an, the connection between sex and family can be seen in the fact that 
the term nikah is interchangeably used to refer to sexual intercourse, and sometimes 
to the marital union (see, for example, Q 2:221; 2:230; 4:22, 25, 126; 60:10; in its 
various grammatical forms, the word is found twenty-three times in the Qur'an), Pre¬ 
marital sex is prohibited (Q 4:25 etc.), and legal intercourse can only occur within het¬ 
erosexual marriage, or between a man and his female slave (but not between a mistress 
and her male slave). The following discussion will deal with family issues first, and then 
focus on sex and sexuality. 

For present purposes, the term “sexuality” is not limited to the understanding of 
carnal and sensual gratification and expression only. Rather, it deals with the religious 
significance associated with such sexuality, and the practices that such significance 
brings about, such as the sharply defined roles of masculine and feminine behavior 
within patriarchal society, where men are to provide, lead, and dominate, and women 
are to care for children, nurture, and be dominated. 

Male dominance is reflected in the issue of nomenclature, where the Qur'an clearly 
points to a patrilineal system. Q 3 3:5 states: “Call them by [the names] of their fathers. ” 
In such a society, it was the male who was perceived to be in charge of providing for 
the family, and it was for this reason that the Qur'an makes him the protector and 
manager of his wife’s affairs: “Men are the protectors and maintainers of women 
because of that which God has favored one above the other, and because they support 
them from their means” (Q 4:34), It is for this reason that sons receive twice as much 
as daughters in inheritance, and the two-to-one ratio applies to male beneficiaries over 
their female counterparts in general (Q 4:11), 

The role of the male as protector is also mirrored in the Qur'anic imagery where the 
females are generally referred in terms of their relationship to a male, rather than by 
name, for example the “wife of Lot” and the “wife of Noah,” Mary, mother of Jesus, is 
the only woman mentioned by name in the Qur'an, and her uniqueness is underlined 
by her departure from the expected role of a female. 

According to the Qur'anic narrative (Q 3:35ff.), while Mary was yet in her mother’s 
womb, her mother consecrated her to the service of the Lord. This seems to be follow¬ 
ing the Hebrew Nazarite custom of temple service, and al-'Tabarl’s (d. 310/923; 1969: 
VI, 330-3) exegesis outlines it in detail. Having made this vow, the mother felt assured 
that her child would be a male, since the rigid purity requirements of the temple seemed 
to favor males. When Mary was born, her mother was therefore disappointed, since she 
felt her vow had been rejected. Q 3:36 puts the matter in perspective: “She said: T have 
given birth to a female.’ But God knew better what she had brought forth.” The Qur'an 
goes on to state that Mary was purified and the best of women (Q 3:42), Many exegetes 
have written copiously on this verse, seeldng to explain that her purity meant freedom 
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from menses. (There are also detailed discussions on the temporality of her exalted 
status as the best of women: although the Qur'an never suggests such status was tem¬ 
porary, exegetes have tried to show that Fatima or Khadlja replaced Mary as the chosen 
of God.) Some exegetes have gone as far as attributing the miraculous birth of Jesus to 
a hermaphroditic quality of Mary. 

The woman’s role as mother and housekeeper has made it difficult for the general 
body of exegetes to accept that women could be prophets, since such office would mean 
interaction with society at large, an image seemingly at odds with the Arab tribal 
concept. The Qur'an does not even hint at female prophets, and many use Q 21:7 to 
insist on maleness as a prerequisite for prophethood, since the verse states, “We did not 
send before you but men to whom we revealed.” Qthers, and they are the minority, have 
rebutted this to state that, since Mary was spoken to by the angels, and commissioned 
with specific rituals, she did receive the gift of prophethood. Qthers have relied on Q 
16:43 and 21:7 to state that even though the Qur'an does not specifically mention 
female prophets, the directive to ask the Jewish scholars about the history of prophets 
entails the accepting of Hebrew scriptural historiography, which includes female 
prophets. 

With the coming of Islam, wives were no longer seen as chattels and viewed rather 
as partners in whom husbands could find tranquility and completeness. This is reflected 
in the Qur'anic verse: 

And among His signs is this that He created for you mates from among yourselves that ye 

may dwell in tranquility with them and He has put love and mercy between your (hearts): 

verily in that are signs for those who reflect. (Q 30:21) 

The Qur'an specifies that a woman has rights as well as obligations, and that a 
husband should not seek to force her to five with him in order to maltreat her (Q 2:228, 
231). Instead of the limitless polygyny of pre-Islamic Arabia, the number of wives a 
man may have is limited to four. Modernist interpreters focus on the fact that this was 
not incipient legislation, but was rather a form of gradualism, seeking to curb the prac¬ 
tice of polygyny. They cite the Qur'anic advice: ‘And if you fear that you cannot deal 
with them (the wives) justly, then (marry) one” (Q 4:3). By reading Q 4:3 and 4:129, 
they seek to show that the Qur'an in fact, exhorts to monogamy: ‘And if you cannot 
deal with them justly - and you will never be able to deal with them justly - then marry 
one.” However, the traditional exegesis has been, as follows clearly from the text 
(Q 4:129), to counsel that overt preferential treatment for one wife at the discomfort of 
the others should not be done, even though one may indeed love her above the others. 
While there are some Muslim countries that permit polygyny, government restrictions 
and societal conventions have contributed to the decline of the practice. 

How does the family start.^ Since men are the protectors of women, a marriage is 
generally done under the authority of males, and the female is represented by a 
guardian. Qur'anic language suggests that this practice is a continuation of a pre- 
Islamic custom, as is evident from the normative readings of Q 2:221; the translation 
of the verse wherein marriage is prohibited with polytheists is addressed to the men 
as “do not marry polytheist women,” la tankihu al-muskhrikdt. The women are not 
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addressed directly, however, and the proscription may be translated as “do not give your 
females in marriage,” la tunkihu al-mushrikln. The Qur'an does not detail how a mar¬ 
riage ceremony is to be performed, but mentions sadaq/mahr, the property that is to be 
given to the bride (Q 4:4). Jurists have interpreted marriage to be a contractual associ¬ 
ation, wherein there is an exchange of benefits or commodities. In exchange for the 
saddq/mahr, the bride agrees to sexual fidelity to the husband and he agrees to main¬ 
tain and provide for her. The Qur'anic reading gives the impression that the saddq/mahr 
is tangible property, but Muslim jurists have relied on the hadith to show that tangible 
property could be replaced by a service, such as the teaching of the Qur an to the bride 
(Muslim 1992: II, 700-53). The saddq/mahr need not be given in full at the time of the 
marriage agreement, and can be paid in installments. 

The Qur'an does not Insist on the permanency of the marriage bond, and, as such, 
contains detailed Instructions on dissolution of marriage by divorce. In doing so, it pro¬ 
hibits or severely restricts certain pre-Islamic practices that were oppressive towards 
women. A man would say to his wife that she was lilce his mother to him (zihdr): this 
pronouncement effectively denied her conjugal rights but did not set her free from the 
marriage (Q 33:4). In some cases, a man would utter an oath of sexual abstinence from 
his wife (ild^, and continue such oath indefinitely. The Qur'an restricted such separa¬ 
tion to a maximum of four months: after such time, the husband had to choose between 
reconciliation and divorce (Q 2:226). 

Males have authority in divorce, and the Qur'an outlines the process by which such 
divorce is to be sought. Usually, after three pronouncements, followed by an ‘idda, a 
waiting period, a divorce is irrevocable (Q 2:229-30). This does not have to be done 
with the agreement of the wife and can therefore be a unilateral undertaking. 
Although the Qur'an allows for divorce, khuV, initiated by a female (Q 2:229), the 
majority position is that such divorce must be done under the supervision of a judge 
and with the agreement of the husband. 

Since the Qur'anic directive is addressed to a primarily male audience and mirrors 
the realities of a seventh-century environment, some of its counsel on the solution of 
marital discord has been the subject of vehement contemporary debate. Q 4:34 advises 
that a good wife is she who is obedient to God and guards her chastity in her husband’s 
absence. The verse goes on to instruct that if husbands fear nushiiz (often explained as 
rebellion against the husband’s authority) from their wives, they should first admon¬ 
ish them, and then ostracize them in bed, and then finally, beat them {wa-"dribuhunna). 
This last instruction has been seen as promoting violence against women. Some 
thinkers have pointed out that there is no instruction regarding how a guilty husband 
is to be treated: it would seem that the Qur'an assumes that since the man is in charge, 
then he cannot be guilty of nushiiz. 

In response, modern Muslims have launched several arguments, among them that 
the Qur'an is not incipiently prescribing beating, but rather, seeking to make it the last 
resort to a situation that was, and still is, all too common in spousal relationships. 
Through the process of gradualism, where one inculcates the meaning of the Qur'an 
increasingly, it would be realized that beating is against the Islamic philosophy and 
should not be resorted to. Qthers have relied on the medieval exegeses that, with hadith 
support, propound that such beating should be done with a toothstick (miswdk) or 
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similar object, held in a particular way so as not to cause discoloration or the breaking 
of the skin. Yet others, such as Amina Wadud (1999: 76) have argued, from an exam¬ 
ination of Qur'anic usage of certain terms, that the word normally talcen to mean 
“beating” also means “to give an example.” Her argument is that the idea is to reason 
with the wife rather than resort to physical violence. Often omitted from such discus¬ 
sion, however, is the fact that the Qur’an is the first of the Abrahamic scriptures to treat 
wife beating as an issue of seriousness. Previous scriptures did not acknowledge it, and 
this certainly could not mean that it was not present. It would seem that, whatever the 
original meaning of wa- ’dribuhunm, the textual directive is aimed at ameliorating a par¬ 
ticular practice. 

The preceding material on dealing with marital problems should not be taken as evi¬ 
dence that the Qur’an malces the issue of divorce an easy one. Within the Qur’anic 
framework, the maintenance of strong family ties is seen as part of righteousness, and, 
in many places of the text, the Muslims are exhorted to be kind and charitable towards 
parents and kinsfollc (Q2:177;4;136;17:23). Indeed, once the marriage bond has been 
established, the Qur’an exhorts towards good treatment and the maintaining of such 
a bond, unless in the case of clear sexual infidelity (Q 4:19). Even in the case where 
there may be a certain amount of dislike, the Qur’an advises, “If you dislilce them, it is 
possible that you dislike something and God may cause a lot of good to come through 
it” (Q 4:19). Arbitration, with representatives from the kin of both parties is to be 
sought out when there is an issue of great discord, but in which there is the possibility 
of saving the marriage (Q 4:35). 

In the case of a divorced woman, she is allowed spousal support until her idda 
expires, and, in the case of a widow, she is supported for a year from the estate of her 
deceased husband, over and above that which she inherits (Q 2:240). Modernity has 
brought with it several attempts at reform. In many cases, such reform has been sought 
by a more direct textual analysis of the Qur’anic verses, and a departure from the 
hadrth-influenced interpretations. 

Qn the issue of sex and sexuality, as pointed out earlier, the Qur’an strictly regulates 
the circumstances within which sexual relations can occur. It sees sex within such legal 
boundaries as fulfilling a human need, and not restricted only to the intent of procre¬ 
ation, In its narrative on the first couple’s fall from grace, the Qur’an differs from the 
Bible in that it does not impute blame to Eve; rather it states that Satan made them both 
go astray (Q 2:36). (Interestingly, the Qur’an never mentions Eve by name, but Muslim 
exegetes have never had a problem with identifying Adam’s mate as other than by the 
biblical appellation.) Any view of the woman as a temptress or tool of Satan, therefore, 
is not within the Qur’anic Weltanschauung. The narrative, nonetheless, suggests that, 
even at this stage, God had ordained that the male be in charge of the female. Thus, 
God’s order to take of the bounty of the garden is addressed primarily to Adam: “Dwell, 
you and your mate, in the garden” (Q 2:35). Some modern Muslim interpretations, in 
order to show the Qur’an as a proto-feminist document, cite verses that seemingly 
impute blame to Adam rather than to Eve. Q 20:115 states, “We had already before¬ 
hand talcen the covenant of Adam but he forgot: and We found on his part no firm 
resolve.” Q 20:120 says, “But Satan whispered evil to him: he said ‘Q Adam! Shall I lead 
thee to the tree of eternity and to a kingdom that never decays.^ ” The verses, however, 
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when placed into the context of other verses, seem rather to be based on the premise 
of establishing that the male of the primordial couple is being singled out on the pre¬ 
sumption of his authority role. This is evidenced by 0 20:121 which says, “They both 
ate of the tree and so their nakedness appeared to them: they began to sew together 
leaves from the garden to cover themselves: thus did Adam disobey His Lord and allow 
himself to be led astray,” They both ate, but it is Adam who is questioned. When God 
forgives, it is Adam who is chosen to receive the message of forgiveness and guidance. 
Says Q 2:37, “Then Adam received from his Lord words of inspiration and his Lord 
turned toward him; for He is Oft-returning Most-merciful.” Q 20:122 states, “But his 
Lord chose him (for His grace): He turned to him and gave him guidance.” 

It is within this paradigm that the Qur'anic image of sexuality is framed: certainly, 
for the women of seventh-century Arabian society, this new portrayal was a vast 
improvement over their contemporaries from other Abrahamic religions. Based on the 
Adam and Eve story, sexual relations, when allowed, can only be heterosexual in 
nature. While the Qur'an fully acknowledges the sexual nature of human beings, it 
carefully outlines those with whom sexual relations are prohibited. Notably, the males 
are the ones addressed: 

And marry not women whom your fathers married except what is past; it was shameful 
and odious, an ahominahle custom indeed. Prohibited to you (for marriage) are: your 
mother, daughters, sisters, father’s sisters, mother’s sisters; brother’s daughters, sister’s 
daughters, foster-mothers (who suckled you), foster-sisters; your wives’ mothers; your 
step-daughters under your guardianship born of your wives to whom ye have gone in no 
prohibition if ye have not gone in; (those who have been) wives of your sons proceeding 
from your loins; and two sisters in wedlock at one and the same time except for what is 
past; for God is Oft-forgiving Most-merciful. Also (prohibited are) women already married 
except those whom your right hands possess. Thus hath God ordained (prohibitions) 
against you: except for these aU others are lawful provided ye seek (them in marriage) with 
gifts from your property desiring chastity not lust. (Q 4:22-4) 

The seven references in the Qur'an to the story of Lot and his people make it clear 
that divine anger and punishment was because of their deviant sexual practices 
(Q 7:80-4; 11:77-83; 21;74; 22;43; 26:165-75; 27;56-9; 29;27-33). The nature of 
such practice is explicitly stated thus: 

Of all the creatures in the world will you approach males, leaving those whom God has 
created for you to be your mates.? Indeed, you are a people going beyond limits. They said: 

“0 Lot! If you do not desist, you will surely be cast out. He said: I detest what you do. 0 my 
Lord! deliver me and my family from such things as they do!” So We delivered him and all 
of his family, except for an old woman who lingered behind. But the rest We destroyed 
utterly. We rained down on them a shower (of brimstone): and the shower was indeed sore 
upon those who had been warned. (Q 26:165-75) 

In the foregoing verses, the deviation is attributed to male homosexuality and there 
is no clear reference to lesbian relations. Most exegetes have sought to explain away the 
one verse in the Qur'an that seems to indicate a prohibition of such relations. Such 
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exegetes suggest that certain verses were revealed at an early period when there was a 
difference in punishment based on gender. 

If any of your women are guilty of lewdness take the evidence of four (reliable) witnesses 
from amongst you against them; and if they testify confine them to houses until death do 
claim them or God ordain for them some (other) way. If two men among you are guilty of 
lewdness punish them both. If they repent and amend leave them alone, for God is Oft- 
returning, Most-merciful. (Q 4:14-15) 

The second of the two verses, however, makes it clear that, in the case of the men, it is 
homosexuality rather than heterosexuality that is the offence, and suggests that the 
preceding verse is dealing with lesbianism. As Jim Wafer (Murray et al. 1997: 89) has 
observed, the mildness of the passage contrasts with other verses where severe pun¬ 
ishments are prescribed for other crimes. In Q 24:2, where the Qur'an mentions its most 
severe punishment for sexual transgression, zTna, the penalty is only 100 lashes, and is 
halved in the case of slaves. The stiffer penalties of stoning to death for married persons, 
or death for homosexuals, find their source in the hadith. It would seem that in general, 
then, the Qur'an is far more lenient in its treatment of sexual misconduct, heterosex¬ 
ual or homosexual. Even the establishment of such conduct had to be through four eye¬ 
witnesses, each testifying to actual penetration, a situation that was extremely difficult 
unless in a situation of absolute wantonness. Concomitant with such a stringent stan¬ 
dard of establishing guilt, the witnesses were liable to punishment for slander if they 
could not establish the guilt of the accused parties (Q 24:4). Notably, although jurists 
have applied the law in regards to men as well, the accusation is only phrased in respect 
to the falsely accused being women. The consensus among exegetes is that the partic¬ 
ular verse was revealed regarding an accusation against Muhammad’s wife, 'A'isha. 
The verse states, “And those who accuse chaste women, and do not produce four 
witnesses, flog them eighty lashes, and forever reject their testimony. They are indeed 
mischief-mongers” (Q 24:4). 

Sexual relations are prohibited during menstruation, for a period after childbirth, 
during the daylight hours of Ramadan, and while on pilgrimage. A divorced woman 
must remain chaste for three months after the final pronouncement, and a widow must 
wait four months and ten days after the demise of her spouse (Q 2:234). Exegetes have 
spilled much ink discussing Q 2:223, which states: “Your wives are as a field unto you, 
so approach your field however, wherever, and whenever you wish.” The term trans¬ 
lated as “however, wherever, and whenever” is anna and has given rise to debates as to 
whether the Qur'an allows (heterosexual) anal intercourse. Some exegetes have opined 
that since the woman is referred to as a “field” and that this imagery suggests the 
casting of seed to produce vegetation, then the reference is to vaginal intercourse only. 
Qthers have stated that such an interpretation is incorrect; whether the intercourse is 
vaginal or otherwise, the woman is nonetheless like a field since it is her body in which 
the husband’s seed germinates, and that a farmer can choose whether he leaves his field 
fallow or not. 

This verse seems to reflect a discourse among Jews that is contained in the Talmud, 
and the vast majority of Muslim exegesis evidences that the early commentators were 
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convinced of this. The traditions that they adduce in support of the explanations seem 
to match the following Talmudic reports: 

R. Johanan b. Dahabai said: the Ministering Angels told me four things: (1) People are born 
lame because they overturned the table: (2) dumb because they look at that place (3) deaf 
because they converse during congress (4) blind because they look at that place. This 
however contradicts Imma Shalom’s report who was asked, Why are their children so 
beautiful.? She rephed: Because my husband neither converses with me neither at the 
beginning, nor at the end of night, but only at midnight, and when he converses, he 
uncovers only a handbreadth, and covers a handbreadth, and is as though he were com¬ 
pelled by a demon.... Rabbi Johanan said: The above is the view of Johanan h. Dahabai, 
but our sages said: The Halakah is not as R. Johanan b. Dahabai says, but a man may do 
wherever he pleases with his wife. (Talmud: Nedarim 20a) 

The Rahbis said: if a man has intercourse standing, he is liable to have convulsions, 
if sitting, spasms. If she is above and he below, he will be subject to diarrhea. (Talmud: 
Gittin 70a) 

Here, it is important to note too that the Qur'anic imagery of the woman as “field” 
is similar to the Halakhic presentation. Twice in Mishnah ICetubah, the expression “your 
field has been flooded” is used to refer to women in a sexual context: (1) when a bride 
has no physical signs of virginity, she says to her husband, ‘After you betrothed me, 
I have been raped, and your field has been ruined by a flood” (Mishnah: ICetubah 1:6). 
In the next instance, if she has a physical blemish after betrothal, she is described as a 
field that has been ruined by a flood (Mishnah: Ketubah 7:8). The Talmud adopts this 
image and in Nedarim 90b-91a, portrays the husband of the woman who has been 
raped as one whose field has been flooded. If she is unable to go through with a wedding 
because of her menses or some sickness, the man is again referred to as one whose field 
has been flooded (Talmud: Ketubah 2a-b). Of course, one may run the danger of what 
may be termed parallelomania here, but given the conditions and the interaction 
between the Jews and Muslims of Medina, as well as the Qur'anic vocabulary, the 
preponderance of the evidence seems to indicate that Q 2:223 is indeed referring to a 
specific Judaic attitude. 

The Qur’anic view of the characteristics of the ideal man and woman has also influ¬ 
enced the conduct of gender interaction. If the man is strong, stubborn, and jealous, 
the honor of the family rests in the conduct of the nurturing, weaker woman who must 
always be mindful of the stronger male sex instinct. As such it is the woman who has 
to cover her breasts and wear a specific type of outer garment; it is she who has to speak 
in a manner that does not entice the male, and it is she who must walk in such a way 
as not to draw attention to herself (Q 24:31; 33;32, 59). 

There is much contemporary disagreement regarding the aspect of women’s dress, 
especially with regard to the head covering, khimdr, more often and incorrectly referred 
to as hijah. Q 24:31, it is argued, mandates the covering of the breasts, and not the 
head, since the term used in the verse, juyub, refers to the cleft in the breasts. Those to, 
and among, whom a woman may adopt some laxity in respect to the sartorial require¬ 
ments demanded of her are her husband, father, father-in-law, sons, stepsons, broth¬ 
ers, nephews, other Muslim women, old male servants who no longer have a sex-drive. 
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or small children who are as yet not curious about the private parts of the female 
(Q 24:31). 

The verse, “a fornicator does not marry except a fornicatress” (0 24:3) may suggest 
premarital chastity on the part of both sexes. Since a man, according to the Qur'anic 
imagery, could legitimately have sexual intercourse with his slave woman, the issue of 
virginity seems more stressed upon for the females. 

The Qur'an permits marriage with the People of the Book, and this has been taken 
to mean the Jews and Christians, although many jurists extended the term to include 
Zoroastrians. Such marriage, however, is restricted to a Muslim man contracting mar¬ 
riage with a woman of the People of the Book, based on the clear text of the verse: 
“Lawful to you are the chaste women from the believers and chaste women from those 
who were given the book before you” (Q 5:5). As outlined earlier, marriage with poly¬ 
theists is prohibited according to Q 2:2 21. The only case in which marriage with a poly¬ 
theist man or woman can be contracted is when the Muslim has been found guilty of 
adultery or fornication (Q 24:3). 

Twelver ShTites have allowed the continuation of the pre-Islamic practice of tem¬ 
porary marriage, mut a, based on Q 4:24, “Give those whom you have enjoyed sexual 
relations their saddq (dowry),” They argue that Muhammad never issued a prohibition 
against it, and that the hacSths reporting any proscription are from unreliable Sunni 
sources. They argue that it was ‘Umar b. al-Khattab who banned it, and that such pro¬ 
hibition carries no legal weight since no one can ban that which is allowed in the 
Qur'an. While it may have been on the decline prior to the Iranian revolution, the con¬ 
temporary exhortation of many Shl'I scholars for its practice, as well as continued con¬ 
flicts and economic hardships in the Middle East have made the institution a pragmatic 
solution to the needs of the people and an absolutely superior one to the “free” rela¬ 
tions between sexes in Western countries. 

The Qur'an does not hint in any way at birth control and abortion, and this has led 
to various differences of opinion among jurists. Since the document absolutely prohibits 
the killing of children due to economic circumstances (Q 6:151: 17:31), some jurists 
have argued against birth control and abortion. The majority opinion seems to be based 
on hadith that seem to allow conditional permissibility. Hadith that allow coitus inter- 
ruptus (Arabic ‘azl) are used as the basis for rulings in favor of birth control, since 
Muhammad would purportedly not have allowed the practice if he knew it was wrong. 
Interpretations of the Qur'an that purport to show that in the first three months a fetus 
is without a soul have been used to allow abortion during that period, although there 
is no direct indication of such an idea in the text. Like many concepts of Islamic prac¬ 
tice, the idea has been traced to the hadith. This has given rise to the realization that 
much of what passes as the Islamic understanding on family, sex, and sexuality, is, in 
fact, the accumulated medieval regional and cultural imprint on the interpretation of 
religion. Unlike Judaism, which has had its Haskalah, and Christianity, which has had 
its Renaissance, the interpretation of Islam, for the most part, remains the domain 
faith-based scholars {‘ulama) who still use medieval source texts. This recognition, 
along with the concomitant re-examination of hadith and legal literature, is now 
becoming the focus of many Muslim scholars who are seeking to achieve gender parity, 
or as some claim, restore the rights of women and family as outlined in the pristine 
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message of the Qur'an. Among such scholars are Amina Wadud (1999), Leila Ahmed 
(1982), Azizah al-Hibri (1982), Riffat Hassan (1991), Asma Barlas (2002), Abdullahi 
an-Na'un (1990) and Mohammad Arkoun (1994). 
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CHAPTER 20 


]ihad 


Reuven Firestone 


Jihad is a term that has come to be associated in both the Islamic world and the West 
with the Islamic version of “holy war” or, more accurately, divinely ordained warring. 
Like virtually all religions from east to west, Islam as a religious civilization allows 
for war under certain conditions, and like all other religions, the ultimate authority for 
engaging in war is the divinity. Wars may be divinely authorized beforehand or justi¬ 
fied afterwards - or they may not. Not all wars are ordained by God, according to Islam, 
and there have always been battles and wars waged by factions in the Muslim world 
that were considered by leading religious scholars not to have been divinely justified. 
Elaborate discussions may be found in Islamic religious literatures over what con¬ 
stitutes divinely authorized war, the authority for engaging the enemy, definitions of 
enemy, the goal of military engagement and so forth (Morabia 1974; Peters 1996). 
Although the traditions of the prophet (hacSth) also serve as a source for representing 
divine rationale in these discussions - each of the six authoritative collections contains 
sections (“books”) devoted to the prophet’s speech and acts associated with warring 
usually named “The book of jihad,” or “The book of jihad and expedition (siyar)” - it 
is usually the Qur'an, the record of God’s direct revelation to the prophet Muhammad, 
that is cited as the ultimate authority for the determination and validation of divinely 
ordained war. 

The range and nuances associated with the meaning of jihad in the Qur'an will be 
explored below, but it is important to note first what the word does not mean. Jihad does 
not mean holy war, nor does it have any linguistic association whatsoever with the 
notion of warring. Two other words assume the meaning of warring and war in 
the Qur'an: qitdl, and harb. We shall observe how the former is the more common 
Qur'anic term for warring and even for divinely authorized war, while the latter is the 
term for engaging in profane war, 

Arabic dictionaries define the basic meaning for the root of jihad, j.h.d., as exerting 
oneself and taking extraordinary pains, employing oneself vigorously and diligently. 
The specific form of the root from which jihad is derived is a verbal form that expresses 
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mutuality of action or relates the action to another entity. Jihad, therefore, is exerting 
one’s utmost efforts and abilities in relation to an “other,” and that other is usually 
defined as “an object of disapprobation” that could range from a concrete human 
enemy to Satan or to the evil inclinations in one’s own self (Lane 1863; Ibn Manzur 
1375/1956). Jihad can thus take on a range of meanings and be applied to a number 
of different lands of action. It easily becomes a religiously laden term because it repre¬ 
sents the most basic ethical message of religion, that one must strive to do the good by 
overcoming the bad. 

Qitdl, on the other hand, serves as a technical term in the Qur'an for warring. The 
root meaning of this term is “Idll,” and qitdl occurs in the same verbal form as jihad, 
which expresses mutuality of action or relates the action to another entity. But qitdl is 
not a religious term like jihdd. It means, sunply, warring; that is, armed engagement 
along with a body of other comrades in hostile conflict directed against an outside 
group. Although qitdl can be activated for religious causes, it may also be employed for 
mundane reasons. It is not surprising, then, that the operative term in Islam for divinely 
authorized warring is the religiously laden jihdd. 

Contextual Meanings of Jihad, Qitdl and hhrb 

The full range of Qur'anic views on warring will be observed below by examining all 
three words that express this act in the Qur'an, but because of the particular signifi¬ 
cance of jihdd in contemporary discourse among both Muslims and non-Muslims, we 
begin with a close contextual reading of this rich term. 

Although the Qur'an is a written book, it was and continues to be known to most 
Muslims as an oral text. It was constructed in order to be recited and assimilated in an 
oral literary environment and, like all revelation, reduced to writing at a later point 
in its literary history. The addressee is therefore both hearer and reader. These two 
processes of absorption and construction of meaning are different, of course, with the 
latter being far more analytical than the former. But in both modes, individual words, 
word combinations, and word associations convey meaning in a variety of ways. It is 
clear that meaning is constructed largely from words and phrases in their specific con¬ 
texts, but words and phrases, and especially repeated idioms, are also unconsciously 
and instinctively associated by the addressee with their appearance or the appearance 
of similar forms in other contexts. The meanings in these other contexts, therefore, have 
an influence on the meaning in the context in question. In order to truly understand 
the meaning of the word jihdd, then, one must examine the range of its various forms 
and contextual associations. 

Its most simple form, jahd, occurs four times in the Qur'an in the idiom, aqsamu 
hi- Jlah jahd aymdnihim, which should be translated as “They swear (swore) to God their 
most powerful (strongest) oaths” (Q 6:109; 16:38; 24:53; 35:42). The reference is 
always to hypocritical unbelievers who claim in one way or another that, while they 
would follow the prophet if authentic proof came to them, they yet remain uncon¬ 
vinced. Contextually, jahd in this repeated phrase conveys the sense that these unbe¬ 
lievers make oaths in the name of God with what might appear to be tremendous 
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sincerity, yet from the standpoint of the Qur'an, they are clearly insincere because in 
the final analysis, they do not accept the truth of the Qur'anic signs. The related form, 
juhd, occurs once (Q 9:79), also in a polemical context directed against deniers (kufjdr) 
and dissenters (mundfiqm). But the term refers to certain obedient believers with modest 
means who have nothing more to contribute to the community chest than their own 
juhd - that is, their own personal effort and ability. 

Arabic grammatical tenses in the Qur'an do not necessarily convey a sense of time 
in the same way as European languages. In the case of jdhada, the verb form from which 
jihad is constructed, the form typically referred to as past, or “perfect,” often conveys a 
sense of the English present participle: “one who strives vigorously and diligently,” as 
in Q 9:19: “Do you consider the water-givers of the hajj and the ‘imam to the sacred 
mosque equal to one who believes in God and the last day and strives (jahada) in the 
path of God.?” I will be referring to verb tense forms typically used in English grammars 
of Arabic, but I use these designations to differentiate forms rather than tenses in the 
Qur'an. I use the designation “past” in what follows only to refer to the form (mor¬ 
phology) and not as a reference to the usual sense of time. 

The past form of jdhada in the Qur'an almost never refers directly to lighting or even 
to any kind of conflict with nonbelievers (except in Q 9:88, see below). It typically 
occurs in one of three contexts: in reference to the afterhfe (Q 2:217-18; 3:142; 
16:108-10; 29:6-7, 68-9), as one reference among a number of references to sincer¬ 
ity in belief or sincerity in belonging to the community of believers (in all the just-cited 
references plus Q 8:72, 75; 9:16, 19, 20; 49:14-15), or as a reference to kinship 
pressure to remain outside the community of believers (Q 29:8; 31:14-15). In the first 
contextual category, those who strive are contrasted with those who will be destined 
for an afterlife in hell. The distinction becomes idiomatic: those who strive stand out 
against those “destined for the fire” or “the losers.” In the second category, striving 
occurs among a number of other descriptors representing the religious integrity of the 
believer. In the last contextual category listed above (family pressure to associate with 
polytheism), God commands respect and care for one’s parents (cf. Exodus 20:11; 
Deuteronomy 5:15) unless they “strive/strove (to influence) you to associate with Me 
anything of which you have no knowledge.” 

Jdhada, in the form of the past, is often included along with other verbal determina¬ 
tions of belonging: “those who believe, emigrate and strive in the path of God” (e.g., Q 
2:218; 8:72, 74; 9:20; similar in Q 16:110). When referring to those who strive along 
with those who emigrate, the reference is to a specific group of believers defined by their 
emigration {hijra, thus muhdjiriin) along with Muhammad from Mecca to Medina. The 
verbs in this repeated verb-string occur in the form of the past tense, but their import¬ 
ance lies in their indicating the sincerity of the believer. The believer is thus a person 
who believes in God and His prophet, who supported the prophet strongly enough to 
leave home in Mecca for an uncertain future in Medina, and who exerts great effort in 
following the divinely determined path along with all that that commitment entails. 

Jdhada, whether in the “past” or other forms, often occurs as part of an idiomatic 
phrase in which it is followed by “in the path of God” (/T sabil Alldh, sometimes trans¬ 
lated as “in the way of God” or “for religion,” inevitably in reference to Islam, and con¬ 
veying the sense of religious commitment). In this combination, it means to engage 
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vigorously in religiously defined acts. “In the path of God” follows other verbs as well, 
the most important for this discussion being qitdl} Jihad in the path of God and qitdl in 
the path of God are not synonymous. Qitdl in the path of God is religiously authorized 
war. Jihdd in the path of God may include religiously authorized war, but it conveys a 
broader range of authorized or required religious acts. It might best be defined as reli¬ 
gious activism. 

In none of the three categories noted above is the past tense form of jdhada associ¬ 
ated with aggression against unbelievers or enemies. The one exception is Q 9:88, 
which occurs in a long section (Q 9:73-89) complaining bitterly against deniers (kufjar) 
and dissenters (mundjiqm), in which ji/idd occurs in all of its verbal forms found in the 
Qur'an. This general tendency is not the case when the verb occurs in the imperfect 
and imperative forms. In these forms, jdhada occurs occasionally as an expression of 
general religious piety as striving “in the path of God” (see Q 5:35, 54), but it is 
more prevalent in the expression, “strive with your possessions and your souls” (bi- 
amwdlikum wa-anfusikum, translated alternatively as “with your possessions and your 
own selves”). The latter idiom typically occurs in aggressive or militant contexts, as in 
Q 9:41: “Set out [for battle] lightly or heavily [armed] and strive with your possessions 
and your souls in the path of God” (see Q 9:41-4, 73-89 in which it occurs three times), 
but, in all the cases where this expression is found, it is in a context of complaint against 
those who prefer to remain behind while others set out on battle campaigns as in Q 
9:81: “Those left behind are happy, sitting at home in opposition to the messenger of 
God, hating to strive with their possessions and their souls.” Sometimes in the impera¬ 
tive, jdhid occurs by itself as an expression of aggression (Q 9:73, 86; 66:9). In the 
imperfect, it occurs once in an aggressive context with a combination of the two expres¬ 
sions, “in the path of God” and “with your possessions” (Q 9:81), and once again in 
combination but in a nonaggressive context (Q 61:11). Occasionally it occurs in the 
imperfect independently and in a nonaggressive context (Q 22:78; 29:6). 

The noun form, jihdd, occurs only four times in the Qur'an. It occurs once in an 
aggressive context in combination with the imperative (Q 25:52): “Strive a great 
striving against them with it” (Jdhidhum bihi jihddan kabiran), once again in a similar 
combination but not in an aggressive context (Q 22:78): “Strive in God a sincere 
striving,” and twice in aggressive contexts with other word combinations (Q 9:24; 
60:1), the latter clearly indicating military engagement with enemies. The participial 
form, mujdhid{u/m) occurs in two contexts, both militant (Q 4:94-6; 47:31). The 
former opens with an expression of raiding, “when you set out (idhd darabtum) in 
the path of God,” where the participial form appears three times and includes both 
expressions of “in the path of God” and “with possessions and souls.” The latter is 
less obviously one of battle, though it reflects militant conflict with those who oppose 
Muhammad. 

Taken together, the forms of the root j-h-d in their various Qur'anic contexts convey 
meanings that range from great personal effort to generic religious piety, to engaging 
in or supplying the war effort on behalf of the new community of believers. Jihdd, then, 
is a nuanced term, and its meanings broadened in Qur'an interpretation and other post- 
Qur'anic religious literatures. Because of its basic notion of deep and total personal 
effort, jihdd, especially “in the path of God,” became the operative term for warring on 
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behalf of Islam and the Muslim community. Qital (qdtala) is far more prevalent in the 
Qur'an as a reference to fighting, occurring some sixty-seven times. But given the range 
of religious meanings and contexts associated with jihad in the Qur'an, it should not 
be surprising that engagement in war on behalf of the Muslim community, an act that 
often resulted in the ultimate effort of personal sacrifice in death on the battlefield, came 
to be identified with jihad rather than qital. 

Another root term for warring, fi-r-b, can also be found in the Qur'an, but it occurs 
far less frequently than either qital or jihad. Lilce these latter words, the word is found 
in the verbal form conveying mutuality of action or relating action to another entity 
(hdraba). In the case of hdraba, however, which occurs only twice in the Qur'an (Q 5:33; 
9:107), warring is the exact opposite of jdhada because it is directed against God 
and his prophet [man hdraba jlaha warasulahu). Warring as hdraba, therefore, cannot be 
authorized by God. It can never be “holy war.” However, the noun harb is distinct from 
the nouns jihdd and qitdl in that it does not occur in the form expressing mutuality or 
transfer of action. Rather than meaning “fighting” or “battling, ” as do the gerunds jihdd 
and qitdl, harb means, simply, war, whether holy or profane as in Q 8:5 7: “If you come 
upon them in war (fajmma tathqafannahum fi j-harb), then scatter those behind them 
by means of them; perhaps they will take warning!” (cf. Q 2:279). 

Qur’anic Militancy in Historical Context 

As in the case of the Hebrew Bible, New Testament, and other examples of divine scrip¬ 
ture, the Qur'an was revealed in a polemical context. Qne of the fundamental phe¬ 
nomenological aspects of divine scripture is its rarity, to which the salvation histories 
of the three great families of Abrahamic scriptural monotheisms attest. God may grant 
revelations to his creatures through a variety of means, but an official and eternal 
written record of revelation in the form of scripture is extraordinary. To put it 
differently, there must be an exceptional reason for God to break the natural course of 
nature by providing a particular portion of humanity with a (written) record of the 
divine will. 

An irruption of such magnitude into the workings of human history would occur 
only because of exceptional circumstances, and in every case of scriptural revelation it 
is assumed that God connects directly with humanity in order to induce a major sea 
change in behavior or belief. No document is quite as revolutionary as scripture. It 
demands change in the name of the most powerful being in existence, more authori¬ 
tative than the greatest human ruler and mightier than the most enormous army. But 
in every case of such revelation, the salvation history around and through which the 
revelation occurs emphasizes how difficult it was for the general populace to recognize 
the divine word. In every case of scriptural revelation, only a small elite accepts God’s 
word unconditionally, and it becomes the task of that elite to bring the word to human¬ 
ity at large.^ Because of the natural human tendency to resist its demand for uncondi¬ 
tional and radical change, scripture is polemical by its very nature. It chastises, cajoles, 
and threatens. When it meets human stubbornness under certain historical conditions, 
it commands war. 
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Those historical conditions are found quite clearly in the case of two emergent scrip¬ 
tures - the Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an - but lacking in two others: the New Testa¬ 
ment and the Talmud. The latter pair emerged in a historical environment that was 
dominated overwhelmingly by the political and military might of the Roman Empire. 
The two communities that spoke on behalf of these revealed scriptures emerged under 
the heel of Rome and found that they had no hope of dominating militarily the com¬ 
peting contemporary religious or ethnic polities. Their scriptures were most certainly 
highly polemical, but they tended not to advocate divinely authorized war. It was just 
too costly in human and political terms, though they succeeded in constructing holy 
war ideas for their communities later, when the historical circumstances allowed such 
a development. 

Conversely, the Hebrew Bible and the Qur'an emerged in environments in which 
tribal communities with similar military capabilities regularly battled one another on 
a largely equal playing field, the former during the first millennium bce in the ancient 
Near East, and the latter in sixth-century ce Arabia. Eighting was a regular and normal 
part of tribal fife in both contexts, so when a new community emerged with an inde¬ 
pendent identity, it was natural for it to engage in militant conflict with other groups. 
When that community defined itself against other communities in religious terms that 
included belief in one great God and in a divinely revealed scripture, permission and 
even encouragement for warring was authorized by that God and through that scrip¬ 
ture (see Firestone 2005). 

This brief schema is presented here in order to set the militant verses of the Qur'an 
in context. Each of the four scriptures mentioned here contains polemical material, 
some of it quite virulent. In each scripture, some invective is directed against hostile 
outside forces while other polemics are reserved for competing factions within the larger 
communities of believers. It appears to be a natural phenomenon of scriptural religion 
to represent and articulate through scripture the anger and resentment that the newly 
emerging communities experienced as they battled their way to acceptance. Within the 
historical context of late antiquity, survival for emergent Christianity and Rabbinic 
Judaism required that their militancy be expressed in ways that would not actually 
encourage the bearing of arms. The Qur'an, on the other hand, like the Hebrew Bible 
before it, seems to have emerged in a historical context that not only allowed, but 
required, a certain militancy for it to survive. 

When reading the Qur'an, one finds different forms of expression of conflict and 
polemic. The ubiquitous references and partial narratives about ancient prophets 
inevitably present stories in which God’s messengers are confronted by unbelieving 
and unrelenting polytheists, who combine unethical behaviors with their denial of 
monotheism. Sometimes the people engage in violence among themselves: often they 
threaten the prophet who was sent to them with death. The inevitable result is divinely 
ordained punishment and destruction of the unbelievers, but survival of the prophet 
and any remnant believers that may have listened to his message. These are stories that 
depict ancient times, but they serve as allegories for the Qur'anic present. Muhammad 
is the prophet who is denied and threatened by his own people. His campaigns against 
his (and God’s) enemies are divinely sanctioned, for without a change of heart, the Arab 
people are destined to meet the same fate as the many peoples who came before. Unless 
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they accept the divine will as articulated by the prophet, they will suffer imminent and 
painful destruction through fire and brimstone, earthquake, and other divinely initi¬ 
ated disasters. 

The stories of ancient prophets serve as a subtext for the Qur'anic present, and that 
present is portrayed as a time for radical change from polytheism to monotheism and 
from wickedness and depravity to morality and justice. The world is described in binary 
terms, with the new prophet offering a stubborn people their one and only opportunity 
to emerge out of the darkness into light. This scenario is actually typical of emerging 
religion, where the newly emerging faith community meets vigorous opposition from 
establishment religion and must fight its way to success (Stark 1987; 1996). 

In order to succeed, every individual in the new faith community represented by the 
Qur'an must engage in jihad. This, as noted above, means striving to support the com¬ 
munity of believers in a variety of ways, from demonstrating religious loyalty through 
certain behaviors and rituals, and providing it with material resources and political 
support, to engaging in military battle against its enemies. All of this is jihad in the path 
of God. 


The Range of Qur’anic Articulations of War 

The Qur'an presents a variety of positions on relations with the opponents of the 
emerging Muslim community, ranging from calls to ignore those who deny the truth 
of God and his prophet (Q 6:106) to preaching to them (Q 16:125), to killing them (Q 
2:191). The many disparate verses are found in dozens of chapters and in a variety of 
topical and stylistic contexts. As can be observed from the tenor of the verses just cited, 
many appear to be in conflict with one another, and both traditional Muslim and 
Western scholars have found their range of meanings and the policies commanded by 
them worthy of study and comment. The following is a sample of some of the classic 
verses arranged in general categories. 


Nonmilitant (nonconfrontational) verses 

Q 5:13 Because of their breaking their covenant,^ we cursed them and hardened their 
hearts. They change words from their contexts and forget some of what they were 
taught. You will continue to uncover treachery from all but a few of them, but be 
forgiving and pardon, for God loves the kindly. 

Q 6:106 Follow what has been revealed to you from your Lord; there is no God but He; 
and turn away from the idolaters {al-mushrikln). 

Q 15:94-5 Profess openly what you have been commanded, and turn away from the 
idolaters, for We are sufficient for you against the scoffers. 

Q 16:125 Invite (all) to the way of your Lord with wisdom and beautiful preaching; 
and argue with them in ways that are best and most gracious; For your Lord loiows 
best who has strayed from His path, and who receives guidance. 
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Restrictions on fighting (or fighting in defense) 

Q 2:190 Fight in the path of God those who fight you, but do not transgress limits (wald 
ta'dadu); for God does not love transgressors. 

Q 9:36 The number of months in the sight of God is twelve [written] in God’s book the 
day He created the heavens and the earth. Of them, four are sacred. That is the right 
religion, so do not wrong each other during them: but light all the idolaters just as 
they light all of you,* and know that God is with those who are God-fearing. 

Q 22:39-40 Permission is given to those who fight® because they have been wronged 
- God is Most Powerful for their aid - those who have been unjustly expelled from 
their homes only because they say: “Our Lord is God.” 


Conflict between God’s command and the response of the peopie 

Q 2:216 Fighting is commanded you even though it is disagreeable to you. But it is pos¬ 
sible that you dislike something that is good for you and that you love something that 
is bad for you. God knows, but you know not! 

Q 3:15 6 0 you who believe! Be not lilce the deniers who said of their brethren who went 
abroad in the land or went on raids: If they had been [home] with us they would not 
have died or been lulled: that God may make it anguish in their hearts. God gives life 
and causes death: and God is Seer of what you do! 

Q 4:75 What is wrong with you that you do not fight in the path of God when weak 
men, women and children are crying: “Our Lord! Bring us out of this town of evil 
people and give us from Your presence a protector! Oh, give us a defender!” 

Q 9:42 Had the gain been nearby and the journey easy, they would have followed you, 
but the distance seemed too great to them. Yet they swear by God: “If we could, 
we would have set out with you.” They destroy themselves. God knows that they 
are liars. 


Verses strongiy advocating war for Cod's reiigion (unconditionai war) 

Q 2:191 Kill them wherever you find them and turn them out from where they have 
turned you out, for fitna^ is worse than killing, but do not fight them at the sacred 
mosque unless they fight you there. But if they fight you, kill them. Such is the 
reward of the unbelievers. 

Q 8:39 And fight them until there is no more fitna, and religion becomes God’s in its 
entirety. But if they cease, God is aware of what they do. (cf. Q 2:193) 

Q 9:5 When the sacred months are past, kill the idolaters wherever you find them, and 
seize them, besiege them, and lie in wait for them in every place of ambush: but if 
they repent, pray regularly, and give the alms tax, then let them go their way, for God 
is Forgiving, Merciful. 
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Q 9:29 Fight those who do not believe in God or the Last Day, and who do not forbid 
what has been forbidden by God and His Messenger, nor acknowledge the religion 
of truth from among the People of the Book, until they pay the poll tax (al-jizya) out 
of hand, having been brought low, 

Q 9:73/66:9 0 prophet! Strive (Jdhid) against the unbelievers and the dissenters 
(al-mundfiqln), and be ruthless with them. Their refuge is Hell, a bad destination. 

These verses and many others treating relations with nonbelievers occur in many 
different chapters and in a variety of contexts. Not only do the verses treating 
relations with nonbelievers show no evidence of any particular organization in situ, 
they seem inconsistent and even contradictory. The organization provided above is 
imposed on the verses by this writer, and, in fact, a number of distinct organizing 
principles could be applied to them that would result in different categories than those 
given here. The fact of the matter is that the great breadth of outlook expressed in 
the Qur'an regarding unbelievers is problematic and difficult to decipher (Firestone 
1999: 47-97). Qur'anic regard toward unbelievers is inconsistent and even at 
times contradictory, suggesting perhaps that their source is inconsistent and self¬ 
contradictory, something Impossible for an omniscient and omnipotent monotheistic 
deity. 

This problem troubled early Muslim Qur'an scholars, who found apparent contra¬ 
diction in the Qur'an intolerable. The solution that emerged was to match the rev¬ 
elations with an emerging biography of Muhammad (Firestone 1999: 99-125). 
According to this schema, the verses legislating behaviors toward nonbelievers were 
considered to have been revealed according to a particular chronology. The earlier 
verses counseled quietism and preaching, or perhaps arguing with those who denied 
the prophethood of Muhammad and the religion he represented. Very purposefully, 
they did not counsel militancy toward Muhammad’s enemies. Over time, however, the 
revelations then became increasingly aggressive. This increase in belligerency matched 
the increasing size and power of the community of believers. 

Early on, while still in Mecca, the emerging faith community was weak and could 
only ignore those who railed against them and their new religion. As Muhammad’s 
confidence grew, they could argue against their opponents: they could begin preach¬ 
ing to them. But they remained a weak community and suffered both verbal and physi¬ 
cal humiliation at the hands of their enemies in Mecca. They were powerless to defend 
themselves. Finally, they were expelled from their Meccan home and found refuge in 
the settlements of Medina. 

In Medina, the community of believers was free from the immediate physical threat 
of their Meccan enemies. They grew in numbers and strength under Medinan protec¬ 
tion, and at this point, the revelations began to allow fighting in defense of the com¬ 
munity. As they continued to increase in strength and numbers, the revelations 
continued to evolve in response. The next stage was one in which the community of 
believers was permitted to initiate attack, but only against known enemies and with 
clear limits to the rules of engagement. Presumably, this meant the traditional restric¬ 
tion from fighting during certain months of the year and other pre-Islamic customs. 
Finally, as the community became increasingly powerful politically and militarily, it was 
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commanded to go out and fight their opponents wherever they could be found in order 
to dominate the region of Arabia where they were located. 

According to this representation, what looked like confusion or contradiction in the 
Qur'an was actually testimony to God’s great wisdom as He prudently guided His 
prophet and community. When aggression would have been dangerous and self¬ 
destructive, it was forbidden. As it became a successful means of building up the com¬ 
munity, it was allowed and then commanded incrementally. This solved the problem of 
contradiction. The earlier verses were revealed in order to guide the prophet and his 
community according to the needs of the hour, but they were only intended by God to 
be temporary. They were superseded when later verses were revealed that articulated a 
more aggressive position. It was natural to assume that later verses abrogated earlier 
verses, and this became a general rule. The goal, therefore, was to determine the 
chronology of revelation. 

Two literatures grew out of this need in the second-third/eighth-ninth centuries. 
One, called “occasions of revelation” (asbdb al-nuzul), took certain verses and placed 
their revelation into the emerging history of Muhammad’s fife (see Rippin 1985b: 
EI2 2004: “Kur'an,” 415-16). The other, usually called “abrogating and abrogated 
(Qur'anic verses)” {E12 2004: “naskh”: Burton 1977: 1990: Powers 1988), identified 
certain verses that appeared to contradict one another and determined which abro¬ 
gated which. The study of abrogation worked well to solve problems of apparent con¬ 
tradiction, not only for the verses treating relations with nonbelievers, but for a number 
of other thorny issues such as inheritance, the consumption of alcohol, and so forth. 

The problem with this solution to the problem of apparent contradiction, from the 
perspective of Western historiography, is that it is circular. It places Qur'anic revela¬ 
tions in relation to the biography of the prophet, but the prophetic biography that we 
know today was constructed, in significant part, because of the very problems associ¬ 
ated with Qur'anic chronology. All three endeavors - determining the chronology of 
revelation, resolving problems of apparent contradiction through the theory of abro¬ 
gation, and the writing of the prophetic biography by collecting and organizing oral 
traditions - were occurring around the same time. Consciously or not, they worked 
together to solve difficult textual and theological problems. 

Now, as we return to the issue of relations with nonbelievers, we conclude with the 
observation that organizing principles other than prophetic biography could also be 
applied to the discrepant verses. Many are possible. One way to organize the verses, for 
example, is according to processes of group formation. As growing communities form 
around leadership, even charismatic leadership, they tend to form smaller sub-groups 
within the larger community. The breakdown naturally occurs around gender and age 
and other factors. In the case of emergent religious communities these factors typically 
include differing approaches to ritual activities or eating customs and expectations, dif¬ 
ferences in personal association with factions within the leadership, or attitudes regard¬ 
ing how individuals or the group as a whole should relate to people who do not belong 
to the group. 

It is clear, for example, that a large number of verses in several chapters show evi¬ 
dence of disagreement over whether the believers should go out on military campaigns 
against nonbelievers (see above and Firestone 1999: 77-84), Verses such as Q 9:38-9 
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complain about the great lack of enthusiasm among some believers regarding this 
endeavor: 

0 believers! What is the matter with you that when it is said to you: “March out in the path 
of God,” you are weighed down to the ground?! Are you so satisfied with the life of this 
world over the Hereafter? The enjosmient of the life of this world is but little [when com¬ 
pared] to the Hereafter. If you do not march forth He will afflict you with a painful pun¬ 
ishment and will substitute another people instead of you! You cannot harm Him at all, 
but God has power over everything. (See also Q 3:156: 4:72-7.) 

Those not wishing to go out on campaigns are described as selfish, petty, or simply afraid 
and lacking faith. It is quite possible, however, that they had alternative reasons for 
resisting this requirement of the new religion. Perhaps some, as in the early Jesus move¬ 
ment, were attracted to the prophet and his religion for quietist spiritual reasons and 
did not consider warring to be a valid activity for the new community. Some, accord¬ 
ing to Q 3:167-8, claimed that they knew nothing of fighting. 

It is quite possible, therefore, that the Qur'an is attesting to the fact that the young 
community of believers simply had not settled on their communal position over how 
to relate to nonbelievers, and were divided into factions whose positions were articu¬ 
lated through the different, even conflicting, revelations. When confronted with the 
problem of enemies desiring to impede the success of the new community, some may 
have been quietist or even pacifist, others willing to fight only in defense, and others 
interested in transferring the warrior nature of pre-Islamic tribalism to the new trans- 
Idnship “tribe” (umma) of believers. The Qur'an certainly attests to different opinions 
regarding relations with nonbelievers. It is clear that however these differences were 
expressed during the period of emergent Islam, the militant position became dominant. 
The militant view then became codified during the period of empire when divine 
authority and justification for imperial armies was of great importance to the state 
(Peters 1996: 4-5). 


Qur’an and Jihad in the Contemporary Period 

By the end of the third/ninth century when the formative period of Islam was coming 
to a close, a consensus developed among most Muslim religious scholars that the essen¬ 
tial questions of Islamic law had been thoroughly discussed and finally settled. Hence¬ 
forth, no one was deemed to have the necessary qualifications for independent 
reasoning (ijtihad) in law. Only explanation and application would be allowed, or at 
most, interpretation of doctrine as it had already been established. This consensus 
would be articulated to this day as the “closing of the gate of iitihdd” {E12 2004: 
“idjtihdd”). 

The truth of the matter, however, is that Independent reasoning in Qur'an inter¬ 
pretation has continued at one level or another to this day and is currently very active. 
The very same issues, for example, that are sources of discussion and change in the 
West have an impact on the Islamic world. These include the role of women, govern- 
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merit, religion and state, economics, and, most certainly, jihad and relations with non¬ 
believers. As with the religious reformers who so radically transformed Christianity 
and Judaism in previous centuries, some Muslims today engage in quite independent 
reading of their scripture. The results of their inquiries vary, without doubt, and this is 
most certainly the case with regard to jihad and relations with nonbelievers. 

Views on jihad have become polarized in the last decade, with the continuing attrac¬ 
tion of modernity among a considerable segment of the Muslim world on the one hand, 
and the growing militant reaction of others against the threat of the West on the other. 
An extreme militant interpretation of the Qur’an on relations with nonbelievers is 
articulated by Osama bin Laden in his famous/atwd, issued on February 23,1998,^ and 
in other contexts. A modernist reading of some of the same verses arrives at a radically 
different conclusion (Safi 2001). The process of finding, renewing and forming per¬ 
sonal meaning from the verses of the Qur’an will continue for as long as it exists, for 
constructing meaning is a part of the essentiality of being human, and applying the 
process to scripture is integral to the spirituality of the scriptural religions. 


Notes 

1 Fighting (qital) in the path of God is the most frequent verb connected with the phrase, in the 
path of God, in the Qur’an, occurring twelve times. Jihad in the path of God occurs eight times, 
as does emigrating in the path of God. Expending personal resources occurs seven times, and 
being Mlled occurs three times. Laments or complaints about people being turned away from 
the path of God occur fuUy two dozen times. 

2 This schema is the “ideal-typical” phenomenology of scriptural revelation. The narrative that 
tells of the giving of the Hebrew Bible (a “pre-scriptural scripture”) and the response to it, is 
somewhat different because the Hebrew Bible emerges into the light of scripture from an 
earlier life as what might best be called a national literature. 

3 The previous verse refers to the Children of Israel. 

4 Kdffaf". Or “fight the idolaters during all [these months] just as they fight you during all [of 
them].” Another reading has “engage in fighting the idolaters as a unified army, just as they 
engage in fighting you as a unified army. The difficulty is in determining what kdffat refers to. 

5 Or, “those who have been fought against.” The difference between the active and passive form 
of the verb depends on a minor change in the pointing of the text. 

6 Lit. “temptation,” translations of fitna tend to be rendered to fit the context. “Persecution” is 
a common translation here, though it is defined by Muslim exegetes as idolatry or dissension 
in other verses. 

7 Pubhshed in the London-based Arabic newspaper, AI-Quds al-'ArabI, February 23, 1998. 
URL: http://www.library.corneU.edu/colldev/mideast/fatw2.htm. English translation: 
http://www.fas.org/irp/world/para/docs/980223-fatwa.htm. 
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CHAPTER 21 


Hermeneutics: al-Tha‘labT 

Walid Saleh 


AI-Tha‘labI (d. 42 7/1025) is perhaps one of the most important Qur'an exegetes of the 
medieval Islamic world. The legacy of his Qur'an commentary, al-Kashf waUaydn an 
tafsir al-Qur’dn (“The Unveiling and Elucidation in Qur'anic Interpretation; ” henceforth 
al-Kashf) has only recently begun to be studied. Al-ThaTabl’s work ushered in the high 
classical style of Qur'anic commentary, and for centuries it remained the major source 
for later exegetes, whether explicitly acknowledged or not, through direct channels or 
indirectly. Moreover, al-Kashf, for reasons I will explain later in this chapter, would 
become the Sunni work most widely utilized and abused by ShiT polemicists in their 
wars with the Sunnis. This prompted Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) to launch a blister¬ 
ing critique of al-ThaTabI in an attempt to circumvent the ShiT use of his work. Even¬ 
tually, Sunni scholars downgraded the importance of al-Kashf and ceased to consider 
it mainstream. By the time Sunni Muslim historians of Qur'anic exegesis were writing 
the history of the genre, al-ThaTabi had become persona non grata in the field. 

The history of al-Kashf's legacy thus documents the development of the genre of 
tafsir as well as SunnI-ShiT polemical wars. The recent edition and publication of al- 
Kashf by a Shn scholar has only complicated the checkered history of this work. With 
the increased intensity of SunnI-ShiT polemic in the last decades, modern ShiT schol¬ 
ars who had become aware of the significance of this work hurriedly prepared it for 
publication (al-ThaTabI 2002). The result is an abysmal edition which is useless for pur¬ 
poses of a close study of the work. Thus one of the major medieval Qur'an commen¬ 
taries is stUl unavailable in a critical edition (Saleh 2004: 229-42). Moreover, copies of 
this inferior edition are hard to locate. 

Several features of al-Kashf made the prominent role it played in the history of 
Qur'anic exegesis possible. Eirst, al-ThaTabi did not just write a new commentary: 
rather he started by assessing the whole field and evaluating its sahent trends. The 
introduction of al-Kashf represents an important moment in the development of the art 
of Qur'anic exegesis: it adopts a self-reflective stance, and offers a detailed discussion of 
the field as it then stood. Readers are fully informed of what al-ThaTabI thought of the 
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major figures in the field and why he excluded certain currents (namely, the Mu'tazilite 
tafsTr tradition). Moreover, he is one of a handful of medieval exegetes who listed all of 
his sources in detail. He utilized over a hundred books, in addition to his personal notes 
from the lectures of over 300 other scholars with whom he had studied. The intro¬ 
duction to his commentary is thus an articulate assessment of the status of the field on 
the eve of the fifth/eleventh century (Goldfeld 1984). The fastidiousness of his exhaus¬ 
tive listing of sources was never matched: not content to use one version of a certain 
work, he used all the available recensions - in one instance four different versions of 
the same work. To the degree that he collected his material independently from al- 
Tabari (d. 310/923), we are now in a position to use al-Kashf in conjunction with 
al-Tabari’s work to study the early phase of Qur'anic exegesis. Moreover, by incorpo¬ 
rating the material made available since the publication of al-Tabari’s work, al-Kashf 
preserves the collective engagement of Muslim intellectuals with the Qur an up to the 
fifth century. As a source for the fourth centruy, al-Kashf is indispensable. Finally, by 
dropping the isnads without sacrificing the content, later exegetes, who were by then 
less concerned with isnads, preferred al-ThaTabi as the source for early material. Al- 
Kashf was a handy and irresistible source for these exegetes, as it contained most of al- 
'Tabari’s material and more. 

An abundance of sources alone, however, could hardly account for such an epoch- 
maldng work. Al-Kashf was influential because it offered a resolution to many of the 
problems facing the Sunni hermeneutical enterprise, resolutions that proved adaptable 
and convincing because they were intellectually cogent. Al-ThaTabi’s reformulation of 
the craft of interpretation was to transform the field and - to the degree that one can 
measure influence in a field where so many of the sources are still unedited - his is 
apparent in the whole spectrum of the medieval exegetical tradition. Al-ThaTabi’s res¬ 
olution of the hermeneutical impasse of Sunnism proved effective through six major 
interpretive strategies. First, he refused the temptation to effect a rupture between 
Sunni hermeneutics and philology. Second, he allowed tafslr, and hence the Qur'an, to 
accommodate all the major trends in pietistic Sunnism. Third, he integrated a narra¬ 
tive style of interpretation into the philological system. Fourth, he turned exegesis into 
an explicitly polemical tool against the non-Sunni camps. Fifth, he welded the prophetic 
corpus of hadith to the craft of exegesis. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, he trans¬ 
formed tafslr into a sophisticated discipline that absorbed new intellectual challenges 
from outside Sunnism, digested them, and rendered them mainstream and innocuous. 
Al-ThaTabi’s transformation of tafslr as a discipline, I believe, shows the degree to 
which tafslr was at the center of the intellectual life of medieval Sunni Islam; the failure 
of modern scholars to incorporate the study of this genre into the general intellectual 
history of medieval Islam is thus unfortunate. I will proceed to outline the six major 
interpretive strategies through which al-ThaTabi sought to resolve the hermeneutical 
impasse of Sunnism. 

The Detente with Philology 

The discovery of philology early on in the Arabo-Islamic tradition has rarely been 
accorded the revolutionary cultural significance it deserves. Philology’s role in under- 



hermeneutics: al-tha‘labT 325 


mining any facile dogmatic interpretation of the Qur'an was not negligible. One only 
need to compare the content of Muqatil b. Sulayman’s (d. 150/767) and al-Tabari’s 
commentaries to realize how professional the tone of the craft had become by al- 
Tabari’s time. The existence of a corpus of pre-Islamic literature made for a more diffi¬ 
cult situation. One did not fear offending God or the ‘ulamd’hy admitting to the content 
of this pagan literature and its worldview: wine, hubris, debauchery, and idolatry were 
all there to start with, and one was spared the urge to twist the rules of philology in 
order to transform an abhorrent image. A philology honed on this corpus was soon to 
acquire an irreverence that was barely in check when confronted with any other text, 
even if it was divine speech. The philological geist of the age soon forced the Sunni 
exegetes to postulate that Qur'anic interpretation must be based on philology, yet they 
were not so naive as to let a tool so untethered take full charge of their craft. The early, 
pre-philological phase of the tradition was not dropped. In so far as it encapsulated a 
proto-Sunni worldview, this layer was actually enshrined as canonical. As such, 
however, there lurked within mainstream Sunni hermeneutics the danger of philology 
running amuck. Sunni hermeneutics, by paying more than mere lip service to the role 
of philology in its method, was always but one step removed from theological disaster, 
should an exegete submit fully to the dictates of this tool at the expense of orthodoxy. 
While tafsir forced the birth of Arabic philology, in many ways Arabic philology came 
back to haunt it. Philology in the last resort was not a loyal servant for it could easily 
show the flimsy foundations of many of the proto-Sunni interpretations. 

The fundamental claim to authority that tafsir as a discipline presented to the intel¬ 
lectual elite was that it was a philological explanation of the Qur'an. As such, it pre¬ 
supposed that any reader of the Qur'an, who was sufficiently versed in Arabic, would 
reach the same conclusions that the Sunni exegetes offered. Read philologically, the 
Qur'an, Sunni exegetes maintained, offered a Sunni worldview. This self-presentation 
and assessment are, of course, easy to refute. Tafsir was primarily a doctrinal enterprise 
that used philology as one of its tools. Sunni hermeneutics was thus based on a 
paradox: philology was proclaimed the tool needed to understand the Qur'an, yet 
philology was not allowed to be the final arbiter of any interpretation. Sunni hermeneu¬ 
tics, in order to save its own theological reading of the Qur'an and to present a coher¬ 
ent interpretation, was ultimately willing to discard any philological reading (although 
it had always maintained that philology was the way to understand the Qur'an) 
whenever it threatened to undermine a Sunni theological reading not supported by 
philology. 

In his monumental exegetical work, }dmi ' al-baydn, al-Tabari offered the two cur¬ 
rents of interpretation, theological and philological, side by side, pretending that one 
did not negate the other. In his work, al-ThaTabl managed to refine the appearance of 
the Sunni exegetical enterprise and to make it, through pseudo-philological methods, 
conform more fully to the dictates of philology. Rhetoric, a rising new discipline, was 
also admitted; the influence of the philologists and their new lexicons is apparent in al- 
Kashf Far more significant was al-ThaTabl’s willingness to discard any traditionally 
inherited interpretation that was blatantly unsound philologically, as long as dropping 
it posed no dogmatic retreat or change in the Sunni worldview. Moreover, poetry in its 
form as literature (adab), not merely as a handmaid to philology, was also allowed 
to appear in the context of Qur'anic interpretation. Poetry, the pinnacle of human 
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creativity, was given a place inside tafsir not only as a tool but as a self-contained artis¬ 
tic manifestation. The combined effect of these decisions was to give mainstream 
Qur'anic exegesis a philological gravitas it had hitherto lacked (Saleh 2004: 130-40). 

We should keep in mind that two other options were available to al-ThaTabI to 
resolve the clash between philology and theology. The first was a loosening of the bond 
between Sunni hermeneutics and philology, an option that was an exceedingly attrac¬ 
tive one for Sunni ideologues. ShiT and Sufi hermeneutics had done that already, 
showing that such a move was not only feasible, but had no apparent disadvantages. 
The other extreme was also tempting: a realignment of Sunnism so as to conform to a 
more thorough philological reading of the Qur'an. Yet, both would have resulted in 
a profound intellectual loss and the desertion of two major tenets of Sunnism: conser¬ 
vatism and intellectual hubris. Al-ThaTabI was thus the architect of a major resolution 
to this perennial tug-of-war between philology and dogma, and his solution was and 
remains the happy medium that Sunnism claims. However, it should be mentioned that 
the two other options were also attempted within Sunnism, if only after al-ThaTabl. Al- 
Wahidl (d. 468/1076), al-ThaTabl’s main student, did try in his magnum opus al-Basit 
to align Sunnism with a philological reading of the Qur'an. The attempt left him in a 
frenzied, albeit productive, intellectual crisis which he never seemed to have resolved. 
Ibn Taymiyya chose the other solution and dropped philology from his hermeneutical 
manifesto and thus consolidating (or possibly giving rise to) one of the major compet¬ 
ing trends inside Sunni hermeneutics, that I have termed radical hermeneutics (Saleh 
2004: 205-27). 

TafsTr and Pietistic Sensibilities 

If there is a leitmotif in al-ThaTabfs hermeneutics, it is the proclamation of the salvific 
message of the Qur'an, Every verse is a potential herald of God’s mercy and compas¬ 
sion towards the believers. Moreover, for him, faith entailed an ontological differentia¬ 
tion between the believers and the rest of humanity, and al-ThaTabI was determined to 
render this differentiation hermeneutically operative. Both of these features were also 
emphasized by the dogma of the intercession of Muhammad (shaja a) on behalf of his 
community, which he imbedded into the meaning of the Qur'an, Tafsir left little doubt 
that a Muslim, no matter what, could be eternally damned. Pietistic Sunnism, mean¬ 
while, had transformed the recitation of the Qur'an into one of the highest forms of 
devotion; despite the protestations of the hadith camp that most of the prophetic tradi¬ 
tions that supported such a view were fabricated, the sentiment was too strong not 
to prevail. Al-ThaTabI accordingly began his exegesis of every sura in the Qur'an 
by recounting such traditions. Mere recitation was proclaimed salvation here. The 
all-engulfing salvific quality of reciting the Qur'an, once unleashed, could not be con¬ 
tained, and reading parts of the Qur'an became as efficacious as reading all of it. What 
the traditions cited by al-ThaTabI were implying was that the Qur'an is, at once, an all- 
encompassing and a self-encompassing instrument of salvation, such that a part rep¬ 
resents the whole and the whole is reducible to certain parts. The collective redemptive 
powers of the Qur'an are thus attainable by reading portions of it. This synecdochic 
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aspect of the Qur'an can make sense only on the salvific plane: redemption comes 
complete to the believer (Saleh 2004: 103-8). The result of this view was to allow the 
Qur'an to compete with other forms of devotion that were being developed by the likes 
of the Sufis. 

Moreover, al-ThaTabI made sure that the content of the verses themselves declared 
an affirmation of the najah (salvation) that awaited the faithful. Al-ThaTabl took pains 
to show this aspect of the Qur'an where one least expected it. Here, the ability of the 
exegete to make the Qur'an confirm the primary message that Sunnism wanted it to 
convey was supreme. The technique of achieving this was carried out in two forms: 
positive and negative. The positive approach was to find salvific import in an otherwise 
innocuously nonsalvific verse; the negative was to confine the import of harsh divine 
pronouncements about recalcitrant human nature to nonbelievers, hence to make sure 
to differentiate the believers ontologically from the nonbelievers. 

I will start by giving examples of the positive approach. Q 55:19, which states, “He 
[God] let forth the two seas that meet together” was understood by all exegetes up to 
al-ThaTabl’s time as a reference to salt and fresh water seas, and al-ThaTabl offers inter¬ 
pretations that reflect this understanding. Having disposed of the traditional interpre¬ 
tations, however, he offers a new meaning: “There exists between human creatures 
(al-abd) and his Lord two seas. The first one is the sea of salvation (al-najah) and it is 
the Qur'an: whoever upholds the Qur'an is saved. The second is the sea of perdition 
(halak) and it is this world; whoever grasps on to it and talces it as his resort, he shall 
perish.” Let us untangle this interpretation. First, al-ThaTabl was drawing on the 
Qur'an’s presentation of the sea as paradigmatic of human life. The many statements 
in the Qur'an of human defeat in front of the mysteries of the seas has already made 
the sea a synonym of both God’s wrath and his benevolence (Q 17:66-70). To safely 
journey through the seas is totally predicated on God’s love and mercy. Since life itself 
is presented as a journey, then crossing a sea becomes part of the march of the faith¬ 
ful towards salvation. Moreover, the sea was used as a metonymic image of God’s word 
in the Qur'an (Q 18:109; 31:2 7). The interpretation offered by al-ThaTabl is thus a bril¬ 
liant reconfiguration of the myriad uses of the sea in the Qur'an and salvation becomes 
a journey through a sea that both is the Qur'an and can only be traversed by the Qur'an 
itself. There is also an echo here of the prophetic catechetic view of the Qur'an as both 
the judge and the prosecutor. Notice how the world, hence the terra firma, becomes an 
image of a sea of perdition, for although it is firm it can still inundate and drown one 
in its fatal attractions (Saleh 2004: 109). The reality of salvation is thus counterintu¬ 
itive. It is important to emphasize that nothing in the verse supports such an elaborate 
reading, apart from the word “sea,” 

Another example of this positive salvific interpretation is how al-ThaTabl under¬ 
stood Q 93:5, “The Lord shall give thee [Muhammad], and thou shalt be satisfied.” The 
verse is rhetorically cold towards the believers; this was an intimate conversation 
between God and Muhammad, and the believers are nowhere in the picture. God, 
despite all his protestation that His face is facing all humanity, is all too focused on 
Muhammad. AI-ThaTabI ensured that the believer intrudes into these moments of inti¬ 
macy between God and Muhammad, and so he turned the verse into nothing but a 
reference to the believers’ salvation. Al-ThaTabl adduced a tradition which states that 
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Muhammad can only be satisfied if none of his followers remains in hell (Saleh 2004: 
124-7). This was vintage al-ThaTabI: God’s mercy and Muhammad’s intercession were 
made into one here; this interpretation was also an implicit attack on a major tenet of 
Mu'tazilite doctrine that the grave sinner will be damned for eternity. 

An example of the negative salvilic Interpretation is how al-ThaTabI dealt with 
Q 102:1-2, “striving for acquiring more [wealth] distracts you until you visit your 
graves.” The whole tone of sura 102 is recriminatory towards humanity. Greed blinds 
human beings to see that death is at hand and that the reckoning on the day of judg¬ 
ment would entail an account of how wealth was spent. Human beings are depicted as 
recalcitrant, unbending, and unimaginative. Certitude of what life is about comes only 
at a belated moment of recognition (Q 102:5). To leave this sura as it is, is to raise ques¬ 
tions about faith’s ability to transform human nature. Al-ThaTabI thus offered an inter¬ 
pretation of the verses that limits their reference to pre-Islamic Arabs or Jews. In either 
case, they are not about death making human life vain, but about the greed that blinds 
the unfaithful. The believers are thus immune from such an assessment, and to the 
degree that the faithful are not implicated in this scenario, they are a different order of 
beings (Saleh 2004: 162-4). 

The other aspect of pietistic Sunnism that al-ThaTabI made tafsTr accommodate was 
the admonitory sensibility and its rhetoric. In doing so, al-ThaTabI extended trends 
already present in the Qur’an. The aim here was to transform the whole rhetoric of the 
Qur’an into such a discourse. Although I have chosen the word “admonitory,” I am in 
reality describing two complementary rhetorical stratagems: one admonitory, the other 
exhortatory, or what is known in Islamic pietistic literature as tarhlb (instilling fear) and 
targhib (instilling hope). Moreover, woven into these two rhetorical modes of interpre¬ 
tation was an affirmation of the dictates of the sharVa: one is also cajoled and pushed 
into fulfilling the obligations imposed by God’s law. This aspect of al-Kashf was a major 
factor in its popularity. The work is uncanny in its mixture of the high philological tone 
and the common voice of the pietistic tradition. At the moment one is drawn into 
reading a long list of vocabulary, gathered by philologists, about the stages of human 
life, one is reminded of the ephemeral quality of this life. It is mostly in these admoni¬ 
tory sections that pietistic poetry was cited by al-ThaTabl. 


Narration and Exegesis 

One of the remarkable features of al-ThaTabl’s hermeneutics was his refining of 
methods already in existence in the tradition to suit the new tastes of his audience. 
Nothing shows this skill more than his transformation of narrative elements in tafsTr 
into a coherent highly developed technique. This he did in two ways: the first was to 
elaborate on elements already present in the narrative parts of the Qur’an itself and 
turn them into artistic productions (for more on this see the chapter in this book on his 
“Tales of the Prophets"). This is what I would call the grand narrative technique, where 
a repeated story in the Qur’an is developed in one instance to cover the story concerned, 
thus giving a full narrative of what would be a recurring story in the Qur’an, The 
second was the micro narrative style, in which a narrative unit, complete in its 
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elements, was used to explain a particular verse without it appearing in other contexts 
and, more importantly, without apparent connection to the verse in question. This tech¬ 
nique I have termed Active narrative (Saleh 2004: 161-6). 

The second of these two methods can be illustrated as follows. Q 93:7, “Did he not 
And you erring {dallan, AteraAy “lost”) and guide you” generated unease among Muslim 
commentators, for it alluded to (if it did not state) the pagan past of Muhammad. This 
would have been unproblematic were it not for the development of the doctrine of the 
infallibility of Muhammad, which in its more strict forms denied that Muhammad could 
have been a pagan before he was called to prophecy. The ways in which commentators 
sought to change the meaning of this verse are varied. Most of the solutions offered to 
undo this verse were at odds with the meaning of the word dallan; thus philology was 
always undermining these techniques even when not actively doing so. Why not defeat 
philology at its own game.? Could it be that Muhammad was physically lost.? Why not 
understand the term in its original lexicographic meaning, denuding it of its acquired 
metaphoric meaning, and use the very method of philology to defeat it.? Could it not 
be that Muhammad was lost when he was a chAd, something that happens to every 
chAd at one time or another.? Crude as this ploy sounds, it has many advantages, ft is 
philologically sound, and if a story could be found, or invented, to support it, the story 
would not be implausible. Al-ThaTabI offers Ave such stories. Each tells the story of 
Muhammad being lost when he was a chAd, then found again and reunited with his 
grandfather. The Arst represents the earliest level of the invention of this interpretation: 
Muhammad was lost in the valleys of Mecca and then God guided him back to his 
grandfather. This is a skeletal story, whose aim is to undo the verse, and little heed was 
given to the narrative structure and development of the story. By the time we reach the 
Afth story, however, we have a long narration that weaves together various motifs to 
create a miraculous childhood story of the grand savior of humanity. The whole cosmos 
is now implicated in the drama of this prophet; the universe is alerted to the disap¬ 
pearance of this child; the old gods of Arabia are fearful of him being found again, and 
refuse to answer a quest for an oracle of his whereabouts; and a heavenly voice, no less, 
guides the grandfather to the hiding place of this child. He was found under a blessed 
tree, in a contemplative mood, eating from the blessed leaves of this tree. 

The Active narrative method employed many strategies to achieve plausibility. When 
necessary, the meaning of a phrase was taken literally instead of Aguratively, or the 
opposite - a Agurative use of a word was chosen and the literal discarded, even though 
such a reading was not supported by the rhetorical Arabic tradition. Ethnographic 
information, poetic citation, and detailed dramatization, including dialogues and 
monologues, were all employed to make the narrative coherent. It should be clear that 
Active narrative interpretation was an attractive exegetical method since there were no 
restrictive hermeneutical rules on the exegete save coherence. 

Exegesis and Theology 

To state that medieval Qur'anic interpretation was theological is to state the obvious, 
especially if what we mean by theology is the bolstering of a system of belief. What 
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I am referring to here is, however, a far more explicit articulation of the aims of exe¬ 
gesis as both deiiner and defender of a theological outlook. Al-Tha'labl introduced 
theology, or at least a more explicit theological outlook, into tafsir. He rarely let an 
opportunity to explain how Sunnism understood a certain verse, what Sunnism 
thought of this or that theological point, or how others had gotten it wrong, pass him 
by. If there was an enemy to attack, it was Mu'tazilite theology and to a lesser degree, 
the Shfites. Al-Tha'labl never tired of vilifying these camps, their views and doctrines. 
Moreover, al-Tha‘labT achieved the inclusion of theology in tafsir without turning to 
the language of scholastic kalam in his theological discussions. Here, he showed his true 
colors as a brilliant cultural ideologue who, while versed in the language of theology, 
was willing to simplify it for an audience that lacked the training for such a discipline. 

I will here give just one example of his subtle way of achieving this. Q 31:2 7, which 
reads, “Though all the trees in the earth were pens, and the sea [was ink] - seven seas 
after it to replenish it, yet would the words of God not be spent. God is All-hearing, AU- 
seeing,” was understood by al-Tabari to refer to God’s word itself, and not to its nature. 
Al-ThaTabi meanwhile achieved two things when he offered an explanation of this 
verse. First, he read it as an affirmation of the doctrine of the uncreatedness of the 
Qur'an, and second, he saw in it a legitimizing statement for the craft of exegesis. He 
stated that “this verse implies that the word of God is uncreated because that which is 
without end to it or to what relates to it (or is connected to it), i.e., its meaning, is uncre¬ 
ated.” Here a kalam concept which states that infinite things cannot be created was used 
to argue that God’s word, since it was declared inexhaustible and thus infinite in quan¬ 
tity, must be uncreated. Both the kalam concept and its corollary were here presented 
in a catechetic style, easy to digest and consent to, and thus required little background 
in theology (Saleh 2004: 1). Al-ThaTabI opened the door for later exegetes to build on 
this approach, and to the degree that Sunnism saw the need later to turn exegesis into 
a “kalamized” discipline it offered such a transformation in the work of Fakhr al-DIn 
al-RazI (d. 606/1209). 

Prophetic Hadith and TafsTr 

At the heart of the hermeneutical enterprise of al-ThaTabI lies his weaving together of 
two of the fundamental facets of the medieval Islamic religious traditions: the prophetic 
hadith and the enterprise of Qur'anic exegesis.^ This fusion was in a sense the culmi¬ 
nation of the process of integration of the different aspects of the Islamic culture in 
medieval times. The prophetic hadith, an edifice that was nearing its completion both 
through the production of massive compilations and the elaboration of the science of 
hadith (ulum al-lwdlth), stood apart, as it were, from Qur'anic exegesis as it reached its 
first grand articulation in the commentary of al-Tabari. Al-ThaTabI brought the 
two together and initiated what was to be a continuous relationship between the two 
streams of medieval productions. The two revelations, the written and the prophetic or 
oral, were reunited, thus creating in the hermeneutical event a structure resembling 
the character of Muhammad, who was the only individual in whom both were once 
united: the Qur'an (present as lemmas) and the surma (present as exegesis) made into 
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one. The Qur'an, read through the prophetic sunm, became, like Muhammad once was, 
the incarnation of that which would guide the Muslim nation. The formulation of tafsir 
as the embodiment of both divine revelation and prophetic revelation necessarily made 
it a replacement of Muhammad, his true caliph or successor who was to lead the 
community. The failure of the Caliphate on the religious level opened the door to a 
structuring of religious knowledge as Muhammad’s successor. In tafsir the Sunni com¬ 
munity had, in effect, its immanent prophet through textual fiat. 

There are here two issues that need to be addressed: the first is that most of the inno¬ 
vations introduced by al-ThaTabl were effected through the citation of prophetic hadith. 
When a verse was read to declare God’s mercy and offer salvation to the behevers, 
invariably it was read in this way through the agency of a hadith or a prophetic tradi¬ 
tion. Thus for example, Q 93:7, which I have already presented, was read through the 
eyes of a hadith, as discussed above. Moreover, the admonitory rhetorical style was 
aheady highly developed in hadith, and al-ThaTabI only needed to transport this device 
wholesale into his work. The other issue that deserves mentioning is the consequences 
that this binding of the two revelations posed to Sunni hermeneutics. If allowed 
supremacy, this method could overhaul the Sunni hermeneutical project, and implicit 
in this method was a capitulation to the prophetic hadith as the decipherer of divine 
speech. As long as the prophetic interpretive method was embedded in an encyclope¬ 
dic approach that was guided by philology, it was always a controllable method. The 
danger was to follow through with the imphcit foundation of such a method: the equat¬ 
ing of the meaning of the word of God with the prophetic word to the exclusion of any 
other possible hermeneutical approach into the Qur'an. Given the abundance of 
prophetic logia, it was only a matter of time before the one inundated the other. This 
possibility and approach are what I have termed “radical hermeneutics” and one of 
the most intriguing issues for tafsir scholarship is to investigate the history of this 
hermeneutical radicalization. For the time being I am still convinced that such a 
method did not see its full articulation until the appearance of Ibn Taymiyya. But 
another candidate might well be Ibn Abi Hatim (d. 327/938). In either case, the sig¬ 
nificance of al-ThaTabi remains central. He either anticipated the trend if my assess¬ 
ment holds: or al-ThaTabi curbed it for at least four centuries, if I am wrong. His 
resolution, however, remains the default position of most of the encyclopedic exegeti- 
cal tradition and as such ensured a heavy counterbalance to the unavoidable later 
prominence of radical hermeneutics. 


Tafsir as the Absorber of New Challenges to Sunnism 

The main contention of my assessment of the cultural significance of medieval tafsir 
is that tafsir was the medium through which Sunnism absorbed and appropriated any 
new development in Islamo-Arabic culture. Tafsir started with philology, which was 
fully put in the service of interpreting the word of God, yet without tafsir fully submit¬ 
ting to philology’s unbending rules. Theology, which could have been simply rejected 
through a negative theology, an option made possible through the work of the 
Hanbalites, was instead appropriated and its premises, if not its difficult language. 
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admitted into tafsTr. (Of course with al-RazI the language of scholastic theology became 
the language of tafsTr itself, and as such tafsir was willing to discard even its character 
in order to overcome any intellectual challenge). My contention is that tafsir was 
maldng the whole world comprehensible by making an understanding of the world 
seem to issue from the word of God. Tafsir thus was a legitimizing tool more than 
anything else. Nowhere else is this apparent than in al-Tha‘labT’s appropriation 
of Sufi hermeneutics and Shl'I pietistic sympathies with the ahl al-bayt (family of 
Muhammad). 

Al-Tha‘labi informs us in his introduction that he was going to include the mystical 
level of interpretation in his commentary (Saleh 2004: 87). It is clear that he has read 
the work of al-Sulaml (d. 412/1021) with the author himself and included a large 
portion of that work in his own commentary. Far more significant to the history of mys¬ 
tical tafsir is that al-Tha‘labI has quoted material from other mystics that seem to have 
been lost and only available in his work, A more definite assessment of this aspect of 
al-Kashf awaits a more thorough study of the mystical quotations and their relation¬ 
ship to al-Sulaml’s work. All indications suggest that al-Tha‘labI was the first to allow 
mystical interpretations into mainstream Sunni tafsir, thus anticipating the work of al- 
Qushayrl (d. 465/1072) as well as al-Ghazall (d. 505/1111). 

The circumference of al-ThaTabl’s exegetical circle is thus unique in Islamic history; 
it almost encompassed every layer, from the earliest (the Ibn ‘Abbas traditions) to that 
of his own contemporaries including the mystical level. Thus, at the very moment the 
philological approach was given primacy in Qur'anic exegesis, the mystical approach 
was also admitted, creating in the Qur'an a text that was both fully decipherable 
through the intellect and utterly beyond the realm of reason at the same time. The word 
of God was both manifestly clear (mubln) and ineffable (sirr). As the text was being con¬ 
fined, it was also being set free. 

Moreover, by admitting the mystical interpretation into his commentary, al-Tha‘labI 
made the Qur'an the most polyvalent text in Islamic culture: it was the only text deci¬ 
pherable both philologically and mystically. What is also significant about al-Tha'labl’s 
polyvalent reading of the Qur'an was his judicious refusal to accord any level of reading 
a preferential wink. The readings were piled atop one another and arranged (almost 
chronologically), and the reader was never advised to favor one over the other. Mysti¬ 
cal interpretations were not only admitted into the commentary, a feat in itself, but they 
were treated equally. We have also to note the mode in which al-Tha‘labI admitted mys¬ 
tical interpretations. There was no justification for their incorporation, no apologies, 
and no embarrassment: it is as if the mystical vision was part of the general culture 
and not the object of a Kulturkampf in early medieval Islam. His incorporation of this 
material is an audacious gesture and a testimony to his sagacity, for shortly after al- 
Tha'labl mysticism, as an intellectual current, would move from the periphery to the 
center. 

What were the implications of the introduction of this new mode of interpretation 
into the mainstream exegetical tradition.? The primary result of this infusion was to 
transform the prosaic in the Qur'an into the profound. By that I mean that the lan¬ 
guage of the Qur'an, especially when philologically clear and syntactically trans¬ 
parent, would become prolific with meanings, meanings which were not possible or 
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imaginable to extract through the usual methods available hitherto to Sunni exegetes. 
As a rule al-Tha‘labI would quote mystical interpretations most copiously when inter¬ 
preting the prosaic verses where quotations and interpretations from the traditional 
camp were scarce due to the lack of obvious problems in the text. The result was a 
loquacious Qur’an, a Qur’an profuse in meaning at every level (Saleh 2004: 151-61). 

One should not think, however, that al-ThaTabI was simply quoting the mystical 
interpretations available to him without filtering the material. The mystical interpreta¬ 
tions available in al-Kashf are remarkably nonmetaphysical. By that I mean they are 
less concerned with the question of the nature of God and more concerned with God’s 
relationship to humanity. These remarks are the result of a preliminary survey of this 
material and it awaits a detailed study to compare it with al-Sulami’s Qur’an com¬ 
mentary before it will be possible to supplement them. 

As a paradigmatic example of al-ThaTabl’s approach in al-Kashf, I wUl discuss here 
the interpretation of Q 53:10, “and He revealed to His servant that which He revealed” 
(wa-awha ila abdihi ma awha). The verse presents several problems. First there is an 
ambiguous reference to something revealed, the pronoun mai consequently one is apt 
to ask about what was revealed. Second, the identity of the servant is not given, Qr at 
least if we do Imow - Muhammad is the most obvious candidate, of course - an exegete 
might not be willing to consent to this identification. For if it is indeed Muhammad who 
was the recipient of direct revelation, then why did God need Gabriel to do his work on 
other occasions according to the traditional theory of Qur’anic revelation.? 

Which problem in Q 53:10 an exegete decides to tackle tells us more about his 
approach and concerns than about the verse itself. Al-Tabari, for example, was more 
interested in solving the riddle of the ambiguous identity of the servant. Though he 
quoted authorities who thought it was Muhammad who was the recipient of the reve¬ 
lation, he was unwilling to grant this interpretation any validity. Al-Tabarl did not want 
to jeopardize the neat theory of revelation that had become standard by his time. Al- 
ThaTabl, on the other hand, offered a far more systematic interpretation of the verse. 
First, he gave two possibilities for the identity of the servant: it could be Gabriel or 
Muhammad. He did not editorialize, both are valid interpretations. Neither of the two 
possible meanings was given more weight. Moreover, al-ThaTabI was also interested in 
the reference of the pronoun ma. It could mean “that which God revealed” or the verse 
could mean, “He revealed to his servant that which God revealed to him.” The signifi¬ 
cance of this tautology would become apparent later on. It could also be that what was 
revealed was a whole sura of the Qur’an, siira 94, 

Al-ThaTabI then introduced an interpretation that had not been adduced before. “It 
has been reported that God revealed to him (Muhammad) that paradise is barred to 
prophets till you enter it, and it is barred to the non-Muslim nations till your nation 
enters it.” What God has revealed to Muhammad was thus not a Qur’anic siira or verse, 
which was always claimed to be the substance of Muhammad’s revelatory experience, 
but a salvific message that the Muhammadan nation will be the first to be saved. The 
ambiguity is now clear. The Qur’an once more was always expressing one message, and 
when probed it can be revealed: Muslims are saved. 

Yet there is more. Quoting al-Nurl, an early Baghdadi mystic (d. 295/907), al- 
ThaTabl informed the reader that what was revealed to Muhammad was a secret (sirr). 
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Two lines of poetry are quoted that stated that secrets between lovers (presumably 
between Muhammad and his God) are impossible to disclose. Here is a totally different 
approach to the problem of the ambiguity in the verse regarding the nature of the thing 
revealed to Muhammad. The very wording of the verse was, according to the mystics, 
indicative of its meaning. There is simply no problem in Q 53:10, God did not specify 
what He revealed because it was a secret that should not be made known. Clearly, the 
mystics were eager to claim that Muhammad received revelations that were above and 
beyond the Qur’an, a sort of esoteric knowledge that resembled theirs. 

Something, however, has been divulged. Al-ThaTabI has already revealed to the 
reader what God has told Muhammad. The secret of the Qur’an is that it proclaims one 
truth: God will save the Muslim nation. By calling that which has been already disclosed 
a secret, al-ThaTabi allows the reader to experience the revelatory moment anew as an 
intimate conversation with God. The disparate units of interpretation as offered by al- 
ThaTabl have a cumulative effect because of the way the material has been presented. 
First, we are told of what was revealed: then, we are told it is a secret. The reader is 
already privy to the mystery that he realizes could not be disclosed either by speech or 
writing. The salviflc message of the Qur’an is both ineffable and resounding. 


Shl'T Traditions in AI-Kashf 

The publication of al-Kashf in 2002 by a ShiT scholar in Beirut represents the culmi¬ 
nation of a rather fascinating story of the reception history of the work. Unraveling 
this complex history has proven to be the key to understanding major developments 
both in the history of medieval exegesis and Sunm-ShTi polemical wars. It is not only 
that al-Kashf played a foundational role in establishing the high classical style of 
Qur’anic interpretation, but it was a pivotal text in the war between Sunnism and 
ShTism. Without a proper understanding of the history of this text no understanding 
is possible of these two issues. 

Al-ThaTabI was active during a low point in the history of political Sunnism: both 
the Buyids and the Fatimids had shown the degree to which political Sunnism could 
retreat. Qne of the ways in which Sunnism could defang the appeal of ShTism was to 
adopt much of its pietistic language and sensibilities, most notably its love of the ahl al- 
bayt, the household of Muhammad, If Sunnis could show as much adoration and fervor 
in their love of Muhammad’s family and descendants, then surely the ShiT propaganda 
about their suffering and usurped rights could be made less appealing. This was pre¬ 
cisely what al-ThaTabI set out to do in the context of tafsir. The ShiT interpretations of 
the Qur’an that claimed that certain verses were references to 'All, the cousin and son- 
in-law of Muhammad, were adduced in his commentary. Citing such material was, 
however, never allowed to become the vehicle for any justification of ShTl ideology, Al- 
Tha'labl is vociferous in his attacks on the Shl'ites and their political claims. He did not 
abandon Sunnism nor, for that matter, harbor pro-ShTl sympathies. There was no 
ambiguity in his commentary as to where he stood on this issue. His was a thoroughly 
Sunni understanding of the early caliphal history. His pro-'All material was embedded 
in a highly intricate web of stratagems designed to rob such material of any ideologi- 
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cal justification for Shl'ism. The aim was to mafce the love of Muhammad’s family as 
Sunni as anything else without giving in to ShiT political ideology. 

The introduction of ShiT material into the mainstream of the exegetical tradition 
by al-ThaTabl was thus not an act of subterfuge by which pro-ShiT sympathies were 
insinuated into the Sunni worldview. It was certainly not an oversight, the result of a 
compulsive gathering of ShiT material that somehow was done inadvertently, as Ibn 
Taymiyya would later claim, Al-ThaTabI saw nothing ShiT in loving the family 
of Muhammad and his descendants; the love of the ahl al-bayt constituted an act of 
tazkiya, a sort of purification and validation of one’s faith. It was as Sunni an act as 
any other. Thus, al-ThaTabI was, by incorporating ShiT material in his commentary, 
robbing it of any ShiT significance and maldng it part of the Sunni world. The pro-ShiT 
material was declawed insofar as it need not imply a hatred for the companions of 
Muhammad or an implicit hierarchization of the merits of Muhammad’s successors, 
with his relatives on a rank higher than that of the first three caliphs. As long as a 
Sunni theologian did not subscribe to the doctrine of the imamate, then no amount of 
love to ahl al-bayt, excessive as it might be, would turn him into a ShiT or decrease his 
Sunni s m (Saleh 2004: 186-7). 

The danger of such an approach should be apparent. Taken out of the complex web 
of arguments and presentation in which al-ThaTabI embedded these pro-ShiT inter¬ 
pretations, they could be easily used as proof by ShiT polemicists that their claims for 
‘All’s supremacy were admitted to even by Sunnis. Indeed Shl'I polemicists found in al- 
Kashf a treasure trove of pro-Shl'I material. Taken out of its context, it was an unbeat¬ 
able argument against the Sunnis. Indeed, the prestige of al-Tha'labl’s work meant that 
the work was one of the Shl'I polemicists’ most precious finds. Soon, the situation called 
for a drastic answer, and Sunnism, in the person of Ibn Taymiyya, would rise to the 
occasion (Saleh 2004: 215-21). Ibn Taymiyya in his Muqaddima ji usiil al-tafsJr (“Intro¬ 
duction to the Foundations of Exegesis”; see Saleh 2004: 216-19), as well as in his 
Minhdj al-sunna al-nabawiyya (“The Path of Sunnism”; see Saleh 2004: 218-21) 
mounted a concerted effort to undermine the reputation of al-Tha‘labI. To the degree 
that Ibn Taymiyya’s assessment was eventually to prevail, it was successful. The aim of 
his attacks was to downgrade the significance of al-Tha‘labI as a mainstream, trust¬ 
worthy, Sunni scholar. As such he was not part of orthodoxy, and the relevance of using 
him in arguments by the Shl'I polemicists was weakened. 

AI-Tha‘labT and Medieval Qur’anic Exegesis 

The current that al-Tha‘labI developed, what I have termed the encyclopedic exegeti¬ 
cal tradition, would become the prevalent form of interpretation in the medieval period. 
Many were the challenges posed to this approach, yet its dominance and continuity 
endured. This has more to do with tafsir’s malleability and the exegetes’ own under¬ 
standing of its main function: defending and defining Sunnism. Al-Tha'labl’s enlarge¬ 
ment of the encyclopedic approach was an attempt to resolve the cultural struggle that 
raged within Islamic societies aU over the Muslim world during the period between the 
fourth and sixth century of the hijra. The object of this struggle was the soul of 



336 WALID SALEH 


the educated man in the Arabo-Islamic synthesis. The rise of adab (belle lettres) and 
adab encyclopedic compilations - as the embodiment of what a learned individual was 
to Imow and cherish - was a threat to the wish of the religious-minded to make the 
Qur'an the center of the learning experience. But not only was adab maldng strides in 
this battle, but so, too, was mysticism or Suiism, with its claim both to understand 
human condition and proffer remedies for it. If these two strands, which were at the 
center of the Sunni community, were not enough, we have to keep in mind the great 
danger that the ShlT camp posed to the Sunni-minded communities. ShTism, that is, 
intellectual ShTism, was also making advances over the breadth of the Islamic world 
and undermining everywhere the intellectual foundations of Sunni orientations (we 
need only remember the biography of Ibn SIna (d. 428/1037) and the works of al- 
Ghazall). It is al-ThaTabI, I argue, whom we should credit with rising to the challenge 
of adab, Sufism, and ShTism, to reassert the centrality of a Sunni-interpreted Qur an in 
the lives of the educated. 

Al-ThaTabI was also a member of a school of interpretation that I have called the 
NIshapurl school of tafsir. His student, al-WahidI wrote three Qur'an commentaries, 
the most important of which, al-Basit, is still unedited and unpublished. To describe 
al-BasTt as revolutionary is not an exaggeration. Another author who was also heavily 
influenced by al-ThaTabI was al-TibI (d. 743/1343). Nothing can be said of his 
work since no scholar has even investigated it. Thus, even a monographic study of an 
author lilce al-ThaTabI remains incomplete for we are unable to measure the full 
degree of his work’s influence till we have the whole spectrum of the tradition accessi¬ 
ble to us. 

To explain the voluminous medieval tafsir tradition as the result of a compulsive 
habit of medieval copying, as some modern scholars have opined, is to overlook the 
intellectual foundations and concerns of one of the most formidable of religious sci¬ 
ences of medieval Islam, While modernity has unseated most of the other medieval dis¬ 
ciplines, tafsir remains central as a discipline in fashioning an Islamic outlook even to 
this day. It is unfortunate that the history of the medieval exegetical tradition is the 
least studied of Islamic disciplines. The neglect is compounded by the fact that both 
Western scholars and Arab intellectuals saw little value in studying this medieval pro¬ 
duction. Arab nationalism and the intellectual movement it generated were interested 
in the Arabic belle lettres medieval tradition and saw little value in devoting any effort 
to issuing critical editions of compilations on the meaning of the Qur'an; the result 
is that no major Qur'an commentary was edited by the giants of Arab scholarship; 
Western scholars meanwhile were concerned with the early history of the exegetical 
tradition, and had only perfunctory concern for the later periods. The result is that we 
lack access to the complete spectrum of this tradition. Recently, however, the situation 
is improving, since there seems to be a concerted effort to publish this literature (due 
to the rise of Islamism in the Arab world and to the retreat of Arabism as the intellec¬ 
tual paradigm), What is needed is a change from the diachronic study of tafsir to a more 
systematic synchronic study of tafsir works in the form of monographic studies on indi¬ 
vidual scholars or works. We are still at the very early stages of outlining the history of 
this genre and major intellectual figures who were primarily exegetes, like al-WahidI, 
al-BaghawI (d. 516/1122), al-Zamakhsharl (d. 538/1144), al-RazI, al-’Hbl, al-BaydawI 
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(d. 685-716/1282-1316) and many others, have hardly received the attention 
they deserve. 


Notes 

1 Since research into medieval exegetical tradition is still in its infancy, assessments such as the 
one I am going to suggest in this subsection are unavoidably provisional. Although investi¬ 
gation of the exegetical works of Ibn Abl Hatim al-RazT (d. 327/938) and Ibn Mardawayh (d. 
401/1010) may lead me to reverse this conclusion, 1 am presuming that the welding together 
of the non-interpretive prophetic mainstream hadith with Qur’anic exegesis was the work of 
al-Tha'labi. When 1 first published my monograph on al-Tha‘labI, however, I was not fully 
aware that these two figures have to be investigated more thoroughly before one may come 
to the conclusions I have advanced (Saleh 2004: 226). This is much more easily said than 
done: Ibn Mardawayh’s work is lost, and there seems to be some confusion as to how much 
of the commentary of Ibn Abi Hatim has survived. At present, I see no reason to change my 
conclusions, but I feel uncertain enough that I ought to voice my doubts to the reader. If any¬ 
thing, this caveat should summon specialists to turn their attention to these two figures 
in order to disentangle the history of tafsTr. Since the magisterial work of al-SuyutI (d. 
911/1505), al-Durr al-Manthur, is the repository of material from the above mentioned 
authors, a study of this work is urgently needed in order to clarify the situation further, and 
a study of it may be the only way out of the impasse created by our inadequate grasp of the 
tradition. 
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CHAPTER 22 


Stories of the Prophets 

Marianna Klar 


Introduction to the Text 

The late tenth/early eleventh century figure Abu Ishaq Ahmad b. Muhammad b. 
Ibrahim al-ThaTabI (d. 427/1035) was the author of five major works: a commentary 
on the Qur'an (Saleh 2004), a biographical dictionary of people who died upon hearing 
the Qur'an (Wiesmiiller 2002), two lost books entitled RabV al-mudhakkinn (“Spring¬ 
time of the Admonishers”) and al-Kdmil Ji lltn al-Qur'dn (“The Complete Work regard¬ 
ing the Qur'anic Sciences”, see Saleh 2004: 51-2) and the pivotal and much imitated 
collection of tales of the prophets, the ‘Arais al-majdlis ji qisas al-anhiya (“Brides at 
(their) Weddings, Regarding the Tales of the Prophets”; Brinner 2002; Klar 2006; 
Nagel 1967). This latter work was written subsequent to his commentary on the 
Qur'an (the Commentary is cited within the Tales) and presents a chronologically 
arranged description of historical events from the time of the creation of the world to 
the “Year of the Elephant” in 570 ce, giving the biographies of some forty-six individ¬ 
uals or, occasionally, peoples.^ Many of these are routinely described as Islamic prophets 
- thus Adam, Noah, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Jesus and so forth are included in the 
volume; others, for instance the “fallen angels” Harut and Marut, kings such as Saul 
and Alexander the Great, the peoples of Iram and al-Rass, are not prophets per se but 
rather historical personages or communities significant for their place in the Qur'an or 
for the role they are reported to have played in religious history. 

Qther monographs dealing with pre-Islamic history did already exist at the time of 
al-ThaTabI; it was, however, more usual to find such material within larger scale uni¬ 
versal histories, commentaries on the Qur'an, or collections of hadith, and the vast 
majority of our extant works of tales of the prophets post-date al-ThaTabI, with many 
of them, for example Nasir al-DIn b. Burhan al-DIn al-RabghuzI (d. 710/1310) and 
Muhammad b. Bistam al-KhushabI Wani Efendi (d. 1096/1658), openly taldng 
al-ThaTabI as their model. The author alludes to his possible motivation in compiling 
such a volume in his introduction to the collection; among the reasons he cites for 


STORIES OF THE PROPHETS 


339 


God having told stories of past peoples to Muhammad, al-Tha‘labi (1985: 2-3) 
states that 

[God] told [Muhammad] the stories to serve as an example of the nohle traits exhibited by 
the messengers and prophets of old... and so that his community would refrain from 
those actions for which [previous] prophets’ communities had been punished.... He told 
him the stories to confirm his [position] and prove his glory and the glory of his commu¬ 
nity. . . . God told him these stories as an education and an instruction for his community, 
that is to say He mentioned the prophets and their rewards, and the enemies [of God] and 
their punishment, then in other passages He warned the [community] against the deeds 
of [God’s] enemies, and urged them towards the deeds of [God’s] friends. God said, “In 
Joseph and his brethren are signs for those who ask questions” (Q 12: 7) and “In their 
stories is a warning for those of understanding” (Q 12: 111) and ‘A guide and a warning 
to the godfearing” (Q 5: 46) and other such verses. Shibll said, “The common people are 
kept occupied [listening to] the narration of a tale, while the elite are busy learning its 
lesson.” He told him the stories of the prophets and past friends [of God] in order to keep 
their memory and the memory of their deeds alive.... Ibn Durayd recited [the following 
epithet] to me, ‘A person leaves only a tale behind him, so strive that your tale be remem¬ 
bered as a beautiful one.” 

The work as such is presented as an exemplum, a warning, an education, an instruc¬ 
tion, and an encouragement for its readers: al-ThaTabI would also appear to have 
believed firmly in the importance and validity of narrative. The fact of his being an 
established Qur'an commentator at the time at which he compiled the collection will 
have given al-ThaTabI ample authority to attempt a work of this type. These elements 
are important in pointing the way one should best approach the text. 


Publication History 

The earliest extant manuscript of the work would appear to be in the Bibliotheque 
Nationale, Paris, and has been dated to the end of the eleventh century, though this 
manuscript is missing its final pages: the British Library has a complete but slightly later 
manuscript, dated 512/1119. There are a further forty extant manuscripts catalogued 
in Brockelmann {GAL I, 429; SI, 592). Brockelmann also informs us that the Tales in 
its entirety was first published in Cairo in 1282/1865, then again, by the Bulaq Press, 
in 1286/1869; it was printed a further ten times in Cairo between 1292/1875 and 
1345/1926, once in Kashmir (1288/1871), and twice in Bombay (1295/1878 
and 1306/1888): a Turkish translation appeared in the same year as the first Arabic 
edition, with a Tatar translation following in 1320/1903; the Joseph story was pub¬ 
lished in Cairo as an independent monograph in 1279/1862, and the Samson story in 
1299/1881. The Princeton catalogue yields six different editions: the early Bulaq 
edition, printed by al-Matba‘a al-Misriyya in 1286/1869; a 1297/1880 edition 
published in al-Azhar by al-Sharafiyya press; two further Egyptian editions, with the 
Rawd al-raydinn Ji hikdyat al-sdlilnn of ‘Allama al-Yafi‘i in the margins, one printed 
by Matba'at al-‘Ulum al-Adabiyya in 1344/1925 and the other by Maktabat 
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al-Jumhuriyya al-‘Arabiyya in the 1950s; and another Egyptian edition, dated 1954 
and published by Mustafa d-Babl 4-HalabI. The remaining edition is a Beirut imprint 
published by al-Maktaba al-Thaqafiyya in the 1970s. 

It is worth pointing out that a superficial comparison of four widely available editions 
of the Tales shows little variation in the substance of the text; the printed editions more¬ 
over show surprisingly little variation of any significance when compared with the 1119 
CE British Library manuscript (Supplementary Or. 1494). For instance, in the manu¬ 
script version of the Noah story, Noah is asked, “When you disembarked, how did you 
find your fife (‘umraka)?' In all four versions of the printed edition consulted for this 
chapter this becomes “When you disembarked, how did you find the world (al-dunyd)?”^ 
In the Job story, where the manuscript tells us only that God forgives Job, the printed edi¬ 
tions all inform us that God forgives Job “for what he said.” In the Saul story, where the 
manuscript states that the Icing’s intentions towards David improved {hassan niyydtahu 
jihi), the printed editions tell us the Idng “felt more Idndly towards him” (ahsan thanauhu 
alayhi; one edition moreover gives thand’in place of thand’ahu). A random comparison 
yields only this level of minor textual discrepancy between editions. 

However, this does not, of course, mean that the text is straightforward or lacldng 
in textual ambiguities. A critical edition is sorely needed, not least to go some way 
towards setting the work in its contextual background. The dangers of a non- 
contextualized reading of the text are apparent in Brinner’s for the most part accurate 
translation of the Tales. There he renders the events that led to the loss of Solomon’s 
throne (Brinner 2002; 542) as “Solomon became infatuated {uftutina)” presumably on 
the assumption that the context for this anecdote is romantic; the correct context for 
the passage would, however, seem to be provided in al-ThaTabl’s Qur'an commentary, 
where we are told that, prior to the same events described in the Tales, Solomon was 
“tested (uftutina) through taking the statue into his home.” An understanding of “infat¬ 
uated” clearly does not work in this expanded context; the existence of an informed 
critical edition would be invaluable in limiting such misreadings of the text. As Jacob 
Lassner (1993: 64ff.) comments, “Arabic texts of the period can be extremely allusive” 
and this is particularly true in the relatively under-explored field of Tales of the Prophets. 
As such, care should be taken in reading the text. 


Major Sources 

The Qur'an provides the framework for the tales of each figure, but hundreds of addi¬ 
tional authorities are cited by name within the text. From these we can deduce that the 
major sources for the Tales included the Ibn ‘Abbas-based commentaries of Sa‘Id 
b. Jubayr (d. 95/714), Mujahid (d. 100-4/718-22), al-Dahhak (d. 105-6/723-4), 
‘Ikrima (d. 105/723-4), al-SuddI (d. 127/745), al-Kalbl (d. 146/763), and Muqatil b. 
Sulayman (d. 150/767). Ibn ‘Abbas himself (d. ca, 68/687) is often cited as an author¬ 
ity, as are other companions of Muhammad, notably Abu Hurayra (d. 58/678), Ibn 
Mas‘ud (d. 32/652-3), and ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Umar (d. 73/693). Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767), 
whose biography of Muhammad included a section on the pre-Islamic prophets, is 
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another frequent source for material, as are the commentaries of the famous sermo- 
nizer and preacher Hasan al-Basri (d. 110/728) and his pupil Qatada (d. 117/734 or 
118/735). Another major source is the ubiquitous Ka‘b al-Ahbar (d. 32/651), 
although the equally prolific Wahb b. Munabbih (d. ca. 114/732) is rarely cited (on all 
of these people see Khoury 1978; Nagel 1967). 

Al-Tha‘labl also cites his fellow commentator and historian, al-Tabari (d. 310/923), 
and Rail Khoury (1978: 174) suggests that ‘Umara b. Wathima was another source 
for al-ThaTabl’s Tales although, due perhaps to his habit of not giving full chains of 
transmission for his material (in the Introduction to the Commentary, al-ThaTabI com¬ 
ments that this is a deliberate space-saving strategy; Saleh 2004: 70), ‘Umara is never 
mentioned by name in the text. The rnter-dependence of this type of literature is, 
however, clear from the fact that al-Tha‘labI is in turn cited in the later historiograph¬ 
ical works of Ibn ‘Asakir (d. 571/1176) and Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373), as well as in 
later commentaries and other works. Johns (1989: 225-66; cf. Saleh 2004: 127-9, 
209-14 and passim with reference to the Commentary), for instance, posits a relation¬ 
ship between al-Tha'labl’s Tales and the Qur'an commentary of al-Zamakhsharl (d. 
538/1144), stating that, with reference to the exegesis of Q 38: 21-5, the later author 
“at times indeed seems to be following Tha'labl’s presentation of the David story ver¬ 
batim” (Johns 1989: 237), and “It is clear how closely Zamaldisharl has followed 
Tha'labl, accepting and quoting the same mosaic of authorities, but weighting them 
differently” (Johns 1989; 240). 

On a final note, much has been made of the supposedly Jewish or Christian origins 
of the bulk of this material. That there was no stigma attached to the consultation of 
extra-Islamic sources in this early period seems evident from hadith reports. It is, 
however, generally concluded that the bulk of these sources were oral in nature and 
impossible to identify retrospectively: al-Tha‘labI may well cite the amorphous “People 
of the Book” but he names no specific Jewish or Christian sources. As such, the extant 
Jewish and Christian material is not as useful as the Islamic sources in providing a con¬ 
textual basis to aid our understanding of ambiguous passages. The situation is rendered 
particularly complex by the difficulty in accurately dating tales. The lack of manuscript 
versions of a tale prior to a specific date by no means rules out the possibility of that 
tale having nonetheless been in common circulation. It is hence almost impossible to 
state with any confidence whether a certain explanation of events common to both tra¬ 
ditions entered the Islamic repertoire from that of the People of the Book and should 
be read in the context of that tradition, or vice versa (see Wheeler 2002:17-19, 23-6, 
39-40). As Peter Awn (1983: 9) points out, the medieval relationship between tradi¬ 
tions was less than straightforward: 


The qisas literature should not be viewed as wholly derivative from Jewish and Christian 
sources, for it underwent substantial Islamization at the hands of Muslim preachers and 
commentators. Cross-fertilization occurred, with details, nuances and embellishments 
traded hack and forth among the various religious communities. Finally, the influence 
of these tales on indigenous non-Christian or Jewish pre-Islamic beliefs should not be 
discounted. 
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Construction of the Text 

The Tales of the Prophets provides its reader with a history of the world from creation 
to the year of Muhammad’s birth. It opens with several chapters on the 
creation, divided into earth, heavens etc., closes with a description of two battles that 
took place shortly before the time of Muhammad, and in between gives a chronologi¬ 
cally arranged series of biographies: it includes the tales of all the pre-Islamic histori¬ 
cal figures mentioned, alluded to, or suggested by the text of the Qur'an, The vast 
majority of the forty-six biographies given are introduced through a Qur anic passage; 
thus Qur'anic verses provide the framework for almost all of the tales. 

Minor figures within the volume are presented over a few pages or in a single chapter, 
while the biographies of major figures can run to over one hundred pages and are 
divided into various subchapters and headings. Thus, for example, the tale of Abraham 
opens with a section on the prophet’s birth. This is followed by a sub-chapter on his 
emergence from an underground hiding place and subsequent return to his people, a 
section on the births of Ishmael and Isaac, Ishmael’s and Hagar’s departure from the 
haram in Mecca, and the tale of the well of Zamzam, a further section on the story of 
Zamzam, a fifth section on the history of the Ka'ba to the (then) present day, a sub¬ 
chapter on God’s command that Abraham sacrifice his son, followed by the tale of the 
sacrifice itself, then a section on the destruction of Nimrod and the building of the tower 
of Babel, an eighth sub-chapter concerning the deaths of Sarah, Hagar, and others of 
Abraham’s wives and their children, then a section on Abraham’s death, and a con¬ 
cluding section listing the prophet’s special characteristics. 

The substantially longer Moses chapter, meanwhile, opens with a discussion of the 
prophet’s genealogy. The second sub-chapter deals with his birth, and the next with a 
physical description of Moses and of Aaron, These are followed by a section on Moses’ 
killing of the Egyptian and his subsequent move to Midian, a sub-chapter dealing with 
his arrival at Midian and marriage to Shu'ayb’s daughter, leading into two sections con¬ 
cerning Moses’ staff. The eighth section then describes Moses’ departure from Midian 
and how he and his brother came to confront Pharaoh, and the ninth the arrival before 
Pharaoh. Then follows a sub-chapter regarding the tale of Moses, Aaron, Pharaoh, and 
the magicians, a section on the believer who spoke out against Pharaoh, and his family, 
a section on Pharaoh’s wife and her death, and a sub-chapter describing how the tower 
was built. After sections detailing God’s signs to Pharaoh, rationalizing these signs, and 
specifically dealing with the locusts, the narrative moves on to Moses’ night flight 
and the parting of the sea. 

The sixteenth sub-chapter of the Moses chapter then describes the prophet’s 
encounter with God on the mountain, the tablets, and the revelation of the Torah. 
The “ten commandments” are discussed, followed by the matter of the worship of the 
golden calf and a sub-chapter on the identity of Korah and his rebellion. The Moses 
narrative continues with three sections describing Khidr, and Moses’ encounter with 
him; a sub-chapter on the cow the people are ordered to sacrifice; and the story of the 
building of the temple, the ark of the covenant, the Shechina, and the sacrifice con¬ 
sumed by fire. A section on the journey of the Israelites to Syria is followed by the tale 
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of Balaam, then a sub-chapter on the chiefs Moses chose to rule his people while they 
were away. The final five sections deal with the giant Og, God’s favors to the people of 
Israel in the wilderness, the conquest of Jericho, and the deaths first of Aaron then 
of Moses. 

Throughout the volume, the information in each section of al-ThaTabl’s narrative 
is presented in the form of a series of individual reports. Most of these are simply 
ascribed to single figures, but a significant number are given fuller chains of authority. 
Others are ascribed to anonymous groups such as the “people of Imowledge” or the 
“people of the book,” and yet others are unascribed. These individual reports each 
present a facet of the topic under discussion, and it is through the accumulation of 
these various facets that al-ThaTabi constructs his narrative. The narrative therefore 
does not progress in a straightforward linear fashion, but rather would appear to 
meander its way through its presentation of historical events. 

Thus if we look at the horses episode in the Solomon story, in which the prophet 
either slaughters or strokes his horses after they either cause him to forget to pray or 
remind him of God (Q 38:30-3), al-ThaTabI opens his description of events with an 
anonymous statement to the effect that God gave Arab horses exclusively to Solomon, 
followed by various possible descriptions of the horses referred to in Q 38:32 - one on 
the authority of Hasan, another on the authority of al-Kalbi, and a third on the author¬ 
ity of Muqatil. Al-ThaTabI then resumes the anonymous narrative voice to explain the 
events that caused the prophet to miss the prayer time and slaughter his horses in con¬ 
sequence, and follows this with Ka'b’s explanation of how many horses there were and 
how they were killed, coupled with the fact that God deprived the prophet of his throne 
for fourteen days as a result of this slaughter. This serves to move the narrative on, and 
the forward action is maintained in the next statement, on the authority of Hasan, that 
God in fact rewarded the prophet for his actions with command of the wind, which 
leads to a description of this obedient wind. The narrative then continues with the 
theme of the wind, and gives a lengthy anonymous report of one of the journeys 
Solomon took courtesy of this wind, and what he did in his hometown prior to depart¬ 
ing on this journey. Al-ThaTabi cites an anonymous couplet inspired by this, which 
leads the narrative into a lengthy poem on the obedient wind, and other topics, sup¬ 
posedly found engraved on a rock and written by a friend of Solomon’s. 

The narrative then returns to the main story, and gives an anonymous report to the 
effect that Solomon did not slaughter the horses but rather branded their legs “with the 
brand of charity,” followed by al-Zuhrl’s account that Solomon wiped the dust from 
their legs and necks. An alternative version is then proposed, via the explanation given 
by ‘All b. Abl Talib, in which God orders the angels to return the sun so that Solomon 
can perform his missed prayer. This leads the narrative on into another new phase: an 
account in which God’s creation of the horse is described, statements from God and 
from Muhammad about the nature and function of the horse, the angel’s reaction to 
the creation of the horse, what the horse said when it arrived on earth, and Adam’s 
choice of the horse among all of God’s creatures. 

There ends al-Tha'labl’s description of the horses episode in the story of Solomon. 
Out of two full pages of narrative, there are eighteen fines directly related to the subject: 
thirteen stating that the horses were slaughtered, five giving other explanations. Of the 
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thirteen lines, only one suggests that the prophet was censured for his actions, while a 
sum total of twenty lines are devoted to the subject of the wind the prophet was 
supposedly given as a reward for his actions. Sixteen lines are devoted to praise of 
the horse. 

Thus, on the basis of narrative volume alone, the reader could assume that the 
“correct” reading is as follows: the horses, which were a remarkable and precious pos¬ 
session, were slaughtered and that God rewarded the prophet for his actions. However, 
it is important to stress that at no point is the reader told what he or she should think 
about the episode. Moreover, the nature of al-ThaTabl’s text is such that the reader 
must malce his or her decision about an episode based not only on the information given 
that directly relates to that episode, but on the strength of the chapter in its entirety. 
Indeed, the whole book acts as a cohesive unit. A series of complex themes runs across 
the tales, and it is important to view each chapter in light of those that went before. 
Although the text moves through the biographies of forty-six very different figures, 
these figures share the same basic human concerns (Klar 2006). Moreover, there are 
constant characters across the narrative: God, of course, and the DevU, but also 
prophets who continue to reappear throughout the Tales via the devices, both narra¬ 
tive and concrete, that are not confined by their actual birth and death. Thus, for 
instance, Adam, whose coffin is used to divide the sexes on board the Ark, who brings 
Moses’ staff down with him when he falls from the garden, who names Joseph and is 
the cause of his amazing beauty, who gives sixty of his own years to prolong the future 
life of David, who is used, as we have seen, to add legitimacy to the horses in the story 
of Solomon, and so on.^ 

A further cohesive element is drawn by the constant, almost tangible presence of the 
voices of the prophet Muhammad, his nephew ‘All b. AM Talib, the second caliph, 
‘Umar b. al-Khattab, and, of course, the Qur'an, which all serve to remind the reader 
of where this apparently meandering narrative is leading. Thus while pre-Islamic 
figures move forwards through history, post-Islamic figures move backwards, and the 
end result is a narrative that is tightly woven together. Of course, the text can be uti¬ 
lized as a reference work to access the major opinions on a specific incident, but it is at 
its richest as a manual which, by wise and varied example, teaches its reader about the 
nuances of the human condition and the range of human experience. A similar 
impression of the text is apparent in Nagel’s (1967: 96 - my translation) pronounce¬ 
ment that “Tha‘labrs stories of the prophets are not simply history or tales as, for 
instance, in Ibn Qutayba’s Book of Knowledge or Tabari’s Annals: they address them¬ 
selves to the listener or the reader and require him or her to accept and to follow the 
insights and behaviors portrayed therein.” Much like the rabbis of late antiquity, 
the Islamic storytellers and historiographers were engaged in an ongoing exploration 
of the meaning of the stories they inherited, attempting to present these stories to their 
readers in a convincing and communicative way, and in many ways al-Tha‘labrs Tales 
of the Prophets is a unique expression of the desires and concerns of the ordinary 
medieval Muslim. The finking together of figures from the distant past, early Islamic 
figures, and a contemporary voice, serves to emphasize the relevance and applicability 
of the events described. 
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Social and Intellectual Context 

A native of Nlshapur, a then bustling intellectual center several weeks’ journey from 
the seat of the ‘Abbasid caliphate in Baghdad, al-Tha‘labI reflects contemporary con¬ 
cerns and sensibilities in his work, which is in many ways a reflection both of his person 
and of his times. The rising popularity of mystical thought can for instance be evi¬ 
denced in his citation of ShiblT (d. 334/945) and al-Junayd (d. 298/910), and in the 
frequent presence of ascetic themes within the tales.The thorny issue of free will 
versus pre-determination, at its height in the second half of the second/eighth century 
with the rise of the Mu'tazila, is meanwhile expressed, for instance, in the story of the 
phoenix which tried to cheat destiny and was duly humiliated. The question of ratio¬ 
nalism, also brought to the forefront by the Mu'tazilT movement and much disputed 
over the fourth/tenth and flfth/eleventh centuries, can be seen to be expressed through 
al-ThaTabl’s ongoing concern with reason ( ‘aql), for example in the story of the Queen 
of Sheba where Solomon sets tests to gage the Queen’s sense of reason. The infamous 
Qarmatis of the same period are mentioned in al-ThaTabi’s description of the history 
of the Ka'ba, and the fact that it was a Nlshapuri, described by al-ThaTabi as “our 
leader,” who restored the black stone from the Ka'ba in Mecca after the failed Qarmati 
attempt to remove it, can be taken both as evidence of the strong regional identities of 
the period and as an allusion to the growth of Persian nationalism. Indeed the pres¬ 
ence of an isolated passage of Persian left untranslated in the otherwise Arabic text of 
the Tales (al-ThaTabI 1985: 208) can be read as something of a nod to the resurgence 
of Persian as a literary and scholarly language. Ibn al-Jawzi (d. 597/1200) certainly 
highlights the Persian aspect of al-ThaTabI when he mentions him (Swartz 1986:182), 
making it clear that his national identity was part of how al-ThaTabi was later 
perceived. 

This notwithstanding, it should be borne in mind that many of these more general 
features are also true of earlier works of tales of the prophets, and indeed of the genre 
as a whole. Moreover, at no point does al-ThaTabi engage with any of these theories on 
a sophisticated level: theological and political debate was not his purpose in compiling 
his text, and by concentrating on “evidence” within al-ThaTabi’s text of the doctrinal, 
political, and historical issues of the times, one runs the risk of restricting medieval 
intellectual society, and al-ThaTabi’s understanding of it, to a series of simple concepts. 
Although al-ThaTabi was a product of his time, his work was also a product of its geme; 
another element is added by the fact that al-ThaTabi remained throughout an individ¬ 
ual, with his own interests and specific academic agenda: aU of these factors should be 
considered in one’s approach to the text. Furthermore, the Tales of the Prophets consists 
for the most part of citations from referenced sources rather than the author’s own 
words. Even if adherence to a certain theological doctrine can be perceived to be unplied 
in a report, there stiU remains to be decided the extent to which al-ThaTabi can be held 
to have shared such views. The situation, as such, is highly complex. 

Where a relationship between al-ThaTabi and his medieval environment can, 
however, be more straightforwardly attributed is in the author’s choice of sources and 
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his methods. Later commentators who also produced a volume of pre-Islamic history 
tended, significantly, to utilize different criteria in selecting the sources they deemed 
reliable and the stories they judged to be worthy of repetition, famously rejecting many 
of the first generation of exegetes and traditionists as unreliable. Al-Tha'labl’s concern 
was evidently not for textual criticism (though this is not to suggest that he knowingly 
repeated tales he suspected of being inauthentic) but for comprehensiveness (he tends 
to quote more variants of each episode than any other author within this genre) and 
narrative cohesion, as is made abundantly clear in the introduction to his Tales. While 
other collectors of tales of the prophets continued, and indeed still continue, to utilize 
such a methodology beyond the early medieval period, the highly traditional Sunni 
scholars came to alter their perception of the function and purpose of such material, 
Al-Tha‘labi, rather lilce al-Ghazali (d. 505/1111) a century later, was inclusive of 
certain aspects of some potentially unorthodox elements of society: in al-Tha‘labi’s 
case these were the Sufis, the Shi'is, and the popular storytellers, whose customs and 
materials he utilized to enhance the readability and impact of his own work. As will 
become clear below, this decision was later to have a significant Impact on his scholarly 
reputation, and it is in its innovative use of genre and materials that the work shows 
us why al-Tha‘labi is a significant figure for this formative period of Islamic intellectual 
history. 

Reception of the Text 

Although we have no evidence of any contemporary criticisms of al-Tha‘labI (indeed, 
the wide citation and dissemination of his major works implies rather that these were 
extremely favorably received), at a later date al-Tha‘labI was to come under attack on 
several fronts. Ibn al-Jawzi mentions him as follows (Swartz 1986: 182 [Arabic 103]): 
‘A number of Persians (a a;im) have written books of a homiletic nature which they 
filled with incredible stories and corrupt ideas. Much of this can be found among tafsir 
works of which Abu Ishaq ath-Tha‘labI has preserved an example.” 

He then goes on to single out four specific examples of the kind of material he has 
in mind: stories about Dhu fi-Kifi which evidently conflate this character with a wicked 
Israelite known as Kill: reports to the effect that David wished for the death of Uriah 
and subsequently married his widow: the claim that Joseph loosened his belt during his 
encounter with Potiphar’s wife: and the suggestion that Muhammad uttered the so- 
called Satanic verses (with reference to Q 53:19-20). 

That there was an on-going friction between the storytellers and the authorities on 
this issue is evident from the writings of al-Ghazall a century earlier: 

People should guard against lies and against such stories which point to trivial faults and 
compromises which the common folk fail to understand, or to reahze that they are nothing 
but trivial and unusual faults although they have been followed by atoning deeds and rec¬ 
tified by good works which are supposed to make up for them. (Paris 1966: 89) 

Nonetheless, such material did continue to appear in later works and, as such, Ibn al- 
Jawzi’s criticism of al-ThaTabI should by no means be seen as indicative of a mood of 
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universal censure. To suggest that such anecdotes intended, or indeed were read, by 
those who repeated them, to imply any disrespect to the prophets in question is incor¬ 
rect. Consequently, although some may have been alarmed by what they saw as the 
potential for misunderstandings in these stories, the tales continued to circulate in 
popular, scholarly, and even the most orthodox circles. 

Al-ThaTabI was to come under criticism again under the pen of fbn Taymiyya (d. 
729/1328) who dedicates a lengthy passage in his Minhdj al-sunna al-nabawiyya (“The 
Path of Prophetic Conduct”) to a refutation of aspects of al-ThaTabl’s material and, 
inter alia, to a general critique of al-ThaTabl’s use of hadith (fbn Taymiyya n.d.: IV, 
2-80). Although this is with specific reference to al-ThaTabl’s Qur'an commentary, 
aspects of fbn Taymiyya’s criticism can also be perceived to have relevance for the rep¬ 
utation of the Tales; he describes al-ThaTabI as possessing virtue and faith, but being, 
in the likeness of “someone who attempts to gather firewood by night,” unable to 
discern good hadith from bad, or prophetic sunna from heretical innovation (bida ') (fbn 
Taymiyya n.d.: IV, 4), 

Yet it is surely extremely significant that, despite these attacks on al-ThaTabI, fbn 
Taymiyya’s pupil, Ibn Kathlr (d. 774/1373), who is credited with carrying out his 
master’s radical methodology in the production of his own works, cites al-ThaTabl 
repeatedly in his own history of the pre-Islamic prophets. He omits passages whose 
content he disputes (often albeit referring the reader instead to his Qur'an commentary 
where details are provided; for the issue of isrdlliyydt see, e.g., Calder 1993; McAuliffe 
1998), and qualifies the authenticity of some hadith taken from our author where he 
deems this appropriate, but al-ThaTabI clearly remains, for him, a substantial source. 
Moreover, in his entry for al-ThaTabI in the biographical section of his work, Ibn Kathlr 
(1985: XII, 43) describes al-ThaTabI as follows: “He knew many hadith and had many 
teachers, and many marvelous things are found in his books on account of this.” Ibn 
Kathir would therefore appear to downplay his master’s criticism of al-ThaTabI via his 
biographical entry, implying that it is merely on account of the quantity of hadith he 
knows and the breadth of his learning that there are so many strange and wondrous 
things in his works. This can be read as a qualification of previous words of censure 
against our author, and indeed as something of an attempt to salvage his reputation; 
alternately it can be viewed, as can Ibn Taymiyya’s admission of al-ThaTabl’s religios¬ 
ity and good character, as a way of criticizing the text without criticizing the man. 

As for the reception of the Tales per se, this is difficult to gage, as the volume is not 
often described in classical sources. The fifteenth-century chronographer al-SalrhawI 
(d. 902/1497) quotes it at length, and places the Tales alongside the biographies of 
Muhammad by Ibn Ishaq and al-Bukharl, the story collections of Ibn al-Furat (d. 
807/1405) and al-Kisa'I (fi. eleventh century), and the world histories of al-Tabarl, Ibn 
‘Asaldr, Ibn Kathlr and al-Malikl, under the category “stories of the prophets” (al- 
Sakhawl n.d.: 518), but although al-ThaTabI is listed in all the other appropriate bio¬ 
graphical dictionaries and the Tales is usually mentioned by name, it is the Qur'an 
commentary that has traditionally been the focus of scholarly attention. Similarly, we 
have very little documentary evidence of how collections such as al-ThaTabl’s were 
used in medieval society. Nonetheless, the number of extant, catalogued manuscripts 
of the Tales, and the wide dissemination of printed editions of the work, belie any 
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attempt to diminish its importance or popularity. From the introduction to the Tales we 
can deduce that al-Tha‘labI believed in the importance and validity of narrative as an 
instructional tool. That al-ThaTabl also held the conviction that a work should be dis¬ 
parate in its sources and arranged in a reader-friendly fashion is clear from the intro¬ 
duction to his Commentary. Both of these stated methodologies place the reader firmly 
in pole position, and could explain why the wider success of the work may have been 
commercial rather than scholarly: the work’s commercial success also shows itself in 
the number of imitative volumes that later appeared, especially in the Turkish and 
Persian-speaking Islamic lands. 


Notes 

1 This figure does not take into account personages whose biographies are provided within the 
tales of others, e.g., the story of Khidr which is contained within the tale of Moses. 

2 The printed versions consulted include: al-ThaTabI (1985): the Azhar edition, al-Maktaha al- 
SaTdisrya, Cairo, n.d.: edition by 'Abd al-‘AzIz Sa}'yid al-Ahl, Singapore, 1962: and the edition 
of al-Maktaba al-Thaqafl 3 ?ya, Beirut, n.d. 

3 Thackston (1978: xxiii-xxiv) describes a similar phenomenon as occurring in KisaT’s Tales 
of the Prophets: “In Kisa’i’s version ... a sense of continuity is maintained by reintroducing 
‘props’ throughout the tales. Adam’s tahut, for example . .. emerges at significant points in 
the narrative: it holds the leaves of Adam’s Book and is passed down through Seth and suc¬ 
cessive generations to Noah: it contains carpentry tools used hy Noah to construct his ark: it 
is also the Ark of the Covenant carried about by the Children of Israel. All of the articles of 
clothing with which Jacob invests Joseph were inherited from the former prophets. Moses’ 
staff, which he takes from Shu'ayb/Jethro, had been brought to Adam from Paradise and 
passed down to Seth, Idris, Noah, Salih, and Abraham. In the Job narrative, Iblls stands on 
the very rock Cain used to kill Abel. The ram that miraculously appears to be sacrificed in 
Isaac’s stead turns out to be the very ram that Abel offered to God. And the stones which 
David picks up on his way to do battle with Goliath cry out that they had belonged to his 
fathers Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.” 

4 For al-ThaTabi’s alleged Sufi connections see Nagel 1967: 82. Saleh (2004: 56-65) disputes 
the extent to which al-Tha‘labI can be named a Sufi, yet makes it clear that he was none¬ 
theless extremely interested in the ideas of the mystics. It is moreover evident that asceticism 
as a whole was a general feature of literature of this type (see Khoury 1978: 44-5, 
96-7). 
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CHAPTER 23 


Sufism 

Alan Godlas 


Sufi Qur'an exegesis, al-tafsir al-sufi, al-tafsir al-isharl or bi"l-ishdra (Qur'an exegesis 
through allusion), is a little-studied, controversial, and voluminous genre of Qur'an 
commentary, the key feature of which is an “unveiling” (kashf) to the individual Sufi 
commentator, an unveiling of a relationship between a Qur'anic verse and Sufi con¬ 
cepts. Although the only comprehensive scholarly treatment of this genre is Suleyman 
Ate§’s work in Turkish i^drJ tefsir okulu (“The School of Allusive Commentary”) (Ate§ 
1974), Paul Nwyia (1970) investigated the primacy of the individual experience of the 
commentator in Sufi hermeneutics as well as the development of a Sufi vocabulary for 
expressing this. Kristin Z. Sands (2005) recently completed a study in which she com¬ 
paratively examined exoteric and Sufi Qur'an commentary. Because Sufi commenta¬ 
tors frequently move beyond the apparent (zdhir) point of the verses on which they are 
commenting and instead relate Qur'anic verses to the inner or esoteric (bdtin) and 
metaphysical dimensions of consciousness and existence, they have often been criti¬ 
cized (al-DhahabI 1961: II, 337-78; al-Mashannl 1986: 639-50).The validity of such 
criticism is itself questionable, however, when it reaches the extent of conflating Sufi 
tafsJr with Isma'IlI (bdtiniyya) tawil, which is an error that is commonly made. 

Although both Sufi tafsTr and IsmaTlf tawil may share the designation of “ta^wil" 
and are superflcially similar, in fact they are two distinct kinds of hermeneutics. Qn the 
one hand, two significant features of Isma'fll ta'wfl are as follows: first, its method 
derives from the foundation (asds) that is the Imam (as understood by IsmaTlIs); and 
second, in Isma'IIf ta 'wil the object of the verses revealed by ta 'wil is also often the Imam 
(Walker 1993: 124-33 and 1994: 120; Habil 1987: 36; Nanji 1987: 192; Corbin 
1975: 523; 1983: 99: Daftary 1990: 388). 

On the other hand, in Sufi tafsTr, flrst of all, the method Involves kashf (an unveiling 
to the heart or mind of the interpreter) - contingent not on the Imam but variously on 
the grace of God, the spiritual capacity and degree of understanding of the interpreter, 
and the degree of one’s spiritual effort. Second, in Sufi tafsir the object revealed and 
linked to the verse is generally related to Sufi practice or doctrines - commonly 
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involving, for example, ontological-cosmological, anthropological, or psychological 
aspects or categories. Typical ontological-cosmological categories that Sufi commenta¬ 
tors relate to certain verses are various levels of reality such as the ndsut (human plane), 
malakut (the suprasensible plane), jabarut (the plane of Divine compelling), and Idhut 
(the plane of Divine unity). Examples of anthropological categories are the awdmm 
(masses), khdss (elite), and khdss al-khdss (the elite of the elite); or categories such as 
‘drifm (gnostics), ashiqiin (lovers), hlamd" (scholars), mu’minm (believers), to name a 
few. Common psychological terms that Sufis relate to certain verses through kashf are 
faculties of consciousness such as the nafs (self), qalb (heart), ruh (spirit), and sirr 
(mystery): or states of consciousness such as/aad"(passing away in God) and baqd"(sub- 
sisting through God). By discovering through kashf relationships between Qur'anic 
verses and various aspects of Sufi practice and doctrine, Sufi commentators provide a 
rich diversity of interpretations that contribute to producing the understanding that 
the Qur'an is, as Walid Saleh expresses it, “the most polyvalent text in Islamic culture” 
(Saleh 2004: 154). 

For the most part, in contrast to the fears of its critics, Sufi tafsir does not replace or 
invalidate the exoteric meanings of Qur'anic verses by means of the results of kashf 
(unveiling); but rather, it adds to the exoteric meanings. In spite of the often obfuscat¬ 
ing criticism, even Sunni scholars such as al-Ghazall (d. 505/1111), Ibn Qayyim 
al-Jawziyya (d. 751/1350), al-ShatibI (d. 790/1388), and Sa‘d al-DIn al-TaftazanI 
(d. 793/1390) accepted Sufi tafsir as being legitimate as long as certain conditions 
were met (Gatje 1976: 228-30; al-Dhahabl 1961: II, 357-8, 366-9; Qattan 1971: 
309-10). One contemporary Azharl scholar even defended al-Sulaml’s Jfaqaiq al-tafsir 
(“The Truths of Commentary”)(see below) against the charge of being Ismafill, stating 
that since al-SulamI did not deny the exoteric meaning of the Qur'an or declare it to 
be invalid, the Baqaiq should not be considered to be among the works of the Isma'llls 
(bdtiniyya) (NuqrashI 1984: 188). 

Although many Sufis wrote commentaries on individual siiras such as Surat Yiisuf 
(Q 12) or particular verses, this survey only covers the Sufi tafsirs that are extant and 
that generally dealt with the whole of the Qur'an (although such commentaries often 
omitted a significant number of verses per sura). See Ate§ (1974) for Sufi tafsirs that 
are outside the scope of this chapter. 

Based largely upon the analysis of Gerhard Bdwering (1991: 42-3) we can divide 
the history of Sufi Qur'an commentary into five phases. The elementary phase, lasting 
from the second/eighth to the fourth/tenth centuries, consists of two stages. The first 
of these two stages Bdwering terms that of the “forebears” of Sufi Qur'an commentary. 
These are Hasan al-Bam (d. 110/728), the sixth ShiT Imam, Ja'far al-Sadiq (d. 
148/765), and Sufyan al-ThawrI (d. 161/778). Of these three commentators, the most 
significant was Ja'far al-Sadiq, whose commentary (as recorded by al-SulamI [d. 
412/1021]) was transmitted to his son. Imam Musa al-Kazim (d. 183/799), from him 
to his son. Imam ‘All Rida (d. 203/818), and from him through a chain of transmis¬ 
sion to al-SulamI that Bdwering (1991: 53-5; 1995: 18-22; also Nw5da 1968) has 
shown to be historically problematic. 

The elementary phase in its second stage consists of al-Sulaml’s commentary and 
the following seven Sufis who, in addition to Ja'far al-Sadiq, were al-Sulaml’s primary 
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sources: Dhu 'I-Nun al-Misri (d. 246/861), Sahl al-Tustari (d. 283/896), Abu Sa'id al- 
Kharraz (d. 286/899), al-junayd (d. 298/910), Ibn 'Ata= al-AdamI (d. 311/923), Abu 
Baler al-Wasitr (d. 320/932), and al-ShiblT (d. 334/946). Of these, it is possible that 
only al-Tustari, Ibn ‘Ata’, and al-Wasiti may have been compilers of separate Sufi 
Qur'an commentaries (Nwyia 1973; Bbwering 1991: 42). Al-Tustari’s tafsTr, written 
in Arabic and published uncritically (al-Tustari 2001), is the only tafsiroi these authors 
to survive independently. Bowering, in his thorough study of al-Tustari’s tafsir (1980: 
129-30), showed that its structure is comprised of three main levels: al-Tustari’s own 
commentary on Qur'anic verses, his statements and those of pre-Islamic prophets on 
various mystical subjects, and comments inserted into the tafsTr by later Sufis. 

Undoubtedly the most significant author of Sufi Qur'an commentary prior to the 
sixth/twelfth century is al-Sulami, without whose commentaries almost the entirety of 
the Qur'an commentary of the first generations of Sufis would have been lost. Sulami, 
whose full name was Abu ‘Abd al-Rahman Muhammad b. Husayn al-Sulami al- 
Nisaburi, was a Shafi'i, who around 325/937 (or 330/942) was born in Nisabur, where 
he also died in 412/1021, Bbwering has published his edition of the unique manuscript 
of al-Sulami’s minor commentary, ZiyMat Haqd\ al-tafsir (1995), and is currently 
editing his major commentary, the Haqd\ al-tafsir, although it has recently been pub¬ 
lished uncritically (al-Sulami 2001). These commentaries - both of which are in Arabic 
and consist of esoteric commentary on selected verses of the Qur'an arranged in accor¬ 
dance with the Qur'an’s traditional order - are almost entirely compilations of com¬ 
mentaries of earlier Sufis, whose names al-Sulami cited. Ate§ briefly discussed each of 
al-Sulami’s seventy-four primary Sufi sources (1969: 76-95). Although al-Sulami’s 
tafsJrs are essentially collections of the exegeses of other Sufis, his creative genius is 
evident in the fact that it is largely through his work that the Qur'anic commentaries 
of the early Sufis have been preserved. Al-Sulami himself stated that the very reason 
he composed his commentary was because he saw that authorities of the exoteric sci¬ 
ences {al-‘ulmi al-zawdhir) had written much about the exoteric implications of the 
Qur'an, but that no one had collected the understanding of the Qur'an as expressed by 
the “folk of the truth” {ahl al-haqlqa), which is to say, by the Sufis. The tafsTrs most 
directly influenced by al-Sulami are those of al-Daylami, Ruzbihan al-BaqIi, and 
Gisudiraz, which will be discussed below. In addition, an influence of al-Sulami’s tafsir 
upon ShiTte literature is seen in the Shark Tawkld al-Saduq (“Explanation of [the book] 
Affirming Unity’ of [al-Shaykh] al-Saduq [Ibn Babawayh]”) of Qadi Sa'id al-Qummi (d. 
after 1107/1696), who borrowed liberally from Haqd’iq al-tafsir’s commentary on Surat 
al-Fdtiha (Q l)(al-Qummi 1994: 626-35). The overall importance of al-Sulami’s com¬ 
mentaries has been highlighted by Bbwering, who has asserted that al-Sulami’s Haqd’iq 
is to Sufis what al-fabari’s tafsir is to the Sunni community as a whole and that al- 
Sulami’s commentaries are as important to pre-sixth/twelfth century Sufism as Ibn 
‘Arabi’s major works are to later Sufism (Bbwering 1991: 56). 

The second phase of Sufi tafsir, lasting from the fifth/eleventh to the seventh/ 
thirteenth centuries, consists of three different forms: moderate Sufi commentaries, 
esoteric commentaries deeply indebted to al-Sulami, and commentaries written in 
Persian. Moderate commentaries are those that include esoteric Sufi tafsir as well as 
commentary based on transmissions (riwdydt) from Muhammad, companions, and 
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early commentators as well as discussion of syntax, grammar, historical context, jiqh, 
and similar exoteric questions. One work of the “moderate” form is al-Kashf wal-bayan 
‘an tafsir al-Qur’an (“The Unveiling and Elucidation of Commentary on the Qur an”) of 
Abu Ishaq A hm ad b. Muhammad b. Ibrahim al-ThaTabI (d. 42 7/103 5) (Saleh 2004), 
better Imown for his ‘Arais al-majalisfi qisas al-anbiya (“The Brides of the Assemblies 
concerning the Tales of the Prophets”). Al-ThaTabI, who had read the entirety of the 
Haqd’iq al-tafslr to al-SulamI himself, included in his commentary not only Sufi ishdrdt, 
but hadith, commentaries of the early Muslim generations, IsrdHiyydt, and discussions 
of syntax and flqh. Hence, Ate§ considered it to be both an exoteric (zdhir) and a Sufi 
esoteric (bdtin) work (Ate§ 1974: 97). Saleh (2004: 65, 224), more recently, convinc¬ 
ingly argues that ThaTabI was not a Sufi; and that his tafsir should be considered an 
encyclopedic commentary that includes “a mystical level of interpretation” among its 
many other aspects. 

Another example of this “moderate” form is ‘Abd al-KarIm al-Qushayrl’s (d. 
465/1074) Latd’if al-ishdrdt (“The Subtleties of the Allusions”), written in Arabic and 
examined to a degree by R. Ahmad (1969:16-69) and by its modern editor, al-BasyunI 
(al-QushayrI 1971:1, 3-37). In the Lataif, al-QushayrI - who was a ShaliT - for the 
most part explicated the literal meaning of Qur'anic verses, although at times he dis¬ 
cussed the esoteric meanings of a verse. In spite of the fact that al-Qushayri, unlike al- 
Sulaml, did not cite earlier authorities, Ate§ (1974: 100) maintained that al-QushayrI 
frequently utilized al-Sulaml’s tafsir, borrowing poetry from al-SulamI and contem¬ 
plating al-Sulaml’s tafsir while writing the Lataif. In addition to the Lata if al-ishdrdt, 
al-QushayrI wrote another Sufi commentary which is still in manuscript, “The Great 
Commentary” (al-TafsIr al-kabir), and which has briefly been discussed by Bdwering 
(1989: 571). 

A final example of “moderate” commentary of this period is the Arabic tafsir, 
Nughbat al-baydn fl tafsir al-Qur’dn (“Gulps of Elucidation concerning Commentary on 
the Qur'an”) of Shihab al-DIn Abu Hafs ‘Umar b. Muhammad al-Suhrawardl (d. 
632/1234), the famous Shafi‘1 author of the Sufi manual Awdrif al-maarif (“The 
Benefits of the Eorms of Knowledge”). It is extant only in manuscripts (GAL: SI, 789, 
#4), one of which was copied with the permission (ijdza) of al-SuhrawardI himself 
(Ate§ 1974: 161). According to Ate§ (1974: 162), Nughbat al-baydn is largely an exo- 
tericly oriented tafsir, although to a certain extent it does deal with asceticism (zuhd). 

In addition to “moderate” tafsirs, another subcategory of Sufi tafsirs of the second 
historical phase are those that contain primarily esoteric Sufi commentary. Although 
these rely to a great extent on al-SulamI, they cannot be considered to be part of a 
“school” of cormnentaries; and they were written in Arabic. Tasdiq al-ma arif (“The Con¬ 
firmation of the Eorms of Knowledge”) or, as it is also titled, Futuh al-Rahmdn fl ishdrdt 
al-Qur'dn (“The Openings of the Compassionate concerning the Allusions of the 
Qur'an”) was written by the little known Sunni Sufi, Abu Thabit ‘Abd al-Malik al- 
Daylaml (d. 598/1193) and was only recently discovered by Bowering (and is still 
unpublished). Although commentary from al-Sulaml’s authorities in the Haqd’iq al- 
tafslr comprises about half of al-Daylaml’s tafsir, al-DaylamI did not just directly import 
this material, but rather seems to have elaborated on it. The source of the remaining 
half of the content of the Tasdiq al-ma a rif is al-DaylamI himself (Bowering 1987:232). 
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The other tafsir of the primarily esoteric subcategory of the second phase, ‘Ara’is al- 
bayan Ji haqa\ al-Qur'an (“The Brides of Elucidation concerning the Truths of the 
Qur'an”) - written by the ShafiT Sufi, Abu Muhammad Ruzbihan b, Abl Nasr al-Baqll 
al-ShlrazI (d. 606/1209)-is similar to Tasdlqal-ma arif in a number of ways, while also 
exhibiting some differences. Like al-Daylami’s tafsir, Ruzbihan’s Ard’is al-baydn is an 
esoteric Sufi tafsir, written in Arabic, and comprised ahnost equally of material from 
earlier tafsirs and commentary from the author himself. Among the differences 
between the two tafsirs is that (in addition to using his own commentary) Ruzbihan 
directly borrowed from both of al-Sulaml’s two tafsirs, quoting his authorities verbatim 
without any embellishment. Consequently, the Ard’is al-baydn became the primary 
vehicle for the transmission of much of al-SulamTs Ziydddt for nine-hundred years 
(until Bdwering’s recent discovery and publication of the Ziydddt); and the Ard’is is the 
only major witness to the unique manuscript of the Ziydddt. A second significant dif¬ 
ference between al-Daylaml’s tafsir and that of Ruzbihan is that Ruzbihan included 
much Sufi material from al-Qushayrl’s Latd’if al-ishdrdt in the Ard’is; while al-DaylamI 
apparently did not utilize al-Qushayrl as a source (Bowering 1987: 232). A final point 
concerning the Ard’is al-baydn is that although it was published in lithograph (al-Baqll 
1884), it is rare and riddled with significant errors. Hence Salah al-DIn al-SawI began 
an edition, which is now being followed by Godlas, who, after having located sixty-five 
manuscripts, is working on a critical edition, translation, and study of its entirety 
(Godlas 1991: 33; 1996: 31). 

The entirely Persian commentaries of the second phase are those of al-MaybudI (d. 
530/1135) and al-Darwajild (d. 549/1154-5). The first of these, Abu T-Fa41 Rashid 
al-DIn al-Maybudl’s published tafsir, Kashf al-asrdr wa ‘uddat al-abrdr (“The Unveiling 
of the Secrets and the Provisioning of the Pious”), is known as the commentary of the 
Khwajah ‘Abdallah al-Ansarl (d. 481/1089), since it contains much of the esoteric 
commentary of al-Ansarl, whose madhhab was Hanball. Nevertheless, al-MaybudI 
(whose madhhab was Shafi‘1) added his own esoteric commentary, extensive traditional 
tafsir bi’l-riwdya (by means of transmitted material from earlier sources), and other exo¬ 
teric commentary on matters such as variant readings,/iqh, and contexts of revelation 
(asbdb al-nuzid), as well as a literal translation of the Qur'anic Arabic into Persian. The 
literature on Kashf al-asrdr has been surveyed by Masarrat (1995): and papers deliv¬ 
ered at a conference on MaybudI were edited by Pindarl (1995). The Kashf al-asrdr has 
also been the subject of a study by Keeler (forthcoming). 

Concerning the other Persian tafsir of the second phase, there is some confusion 
regarding both the name of al-DarwajikI and the title of his unpublished Persian tafsir, 
which appears to have been composed in Bukhara in the year 519/1125 (Storey 
1927-39:1/l, 4). Bowering only lists the nisba, al-DarwajikI, along with his death date, 
549/1154 (Bowering 1991: 42), Storey at first listed his name as Abu Nasr Ahmad b. 
Hasan b. Ahmad Sulayman, noted that he was “commonly called ‘Zahidl’,” and in a 
footnote mentioned the nisba al-DardajikI (Storey 1927-39:1/l, 4), Later, Storey gave 
a few more possibilities for his name and nisba (including al-Darwajild) along with the 
laqab (honorific) Sayf al-DIn but noted that a manuscript discussed by Ritter provided 
a nearly identical author’s name - Abu Nasr Ahmad b. Hasan b. Ahmad - whose nisba 
was tentatively “al-DaranI” and whose death was in 549/1154-5 (Storey 1953: 1/2, 
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1190). Various titles given to the tafsJr are Tafsir-i Zahidi, Tafsir-i Sayf-al-DIn, Lata if al- 
tfl/slr (“The Subtleties of Commentary”) (Storey 1927-39:1/l, 4; 1953:1/2,1190) and 
TafsIr-i Zdhid, TafsIr-i DRwdJki (an upper case consonant indicating that a subsequent 
short vowel is unlmown) and Latd'if al-tajaslr (Nasiri and Danish’ Pazhuh 1990: 218). 
Storey listed a number of manuscripts (most of which are partial) and also noted that 
a characteristic of this tafsir is the recurrence of the Arabic phrase, Qdla al-Shaykh 
al-imdm al-zdhid (the shaykh, the ascetic, the leader [or the ascetic leader] said) (Storey 
1927-39:1/1, 1190). 

The third phase of Sufi commentary, written from the beginning of the seventh/ 
thirteenth to the middle of the eighth/fourteenth century, consists of what Bdwerlng 
has termed the commentaries of Sufi “schools,” most importantly those of Najm al-Din 
al-Kubra (Abu T-Jannab Ahmad b. 'Umar) (d. 618/1221) and Muhyl al-DIn Ibn ‘Arabl 
(d. 638/1240) (Bdwering 1991: 42-3). One of the most urgent needs in the scholar¬ 
ship of Sufi tafsir is the publication of the collective tafsTr of the Kubrawiyya tradition, 
often known as the al-Ta’wildt al-najmiyya (“The Najml Exegeses”), commonly thought 
to have been so named because it was begun by Najm al-DIn al-Kubra, In the most 
recent examination of the problematic authorship of this tafsir, J. Elias concluded that 
Najm al-DIn al-Kubra (a Shali'I from Khwarazm) may have written the first part - from 
the beginning of the Qur’an to Surat al-Dhdriydt (Q 51), verse 19 - entirely by himself. 
Another possibility noted by Elias is that al-Kubra’s disciple, Najm al-DIn al-RazI al- 
Daya (d. 654/1256), may have written part of it. The first part - containing both exo¬ 
teric and esoteric tafsTr-has been variously titled 'Ayn al-haydt (“The Spring of Life”), 
al- Awdrif (“The Benefits”), and Bahr al-haqaiq (“The Ocean of the Truths”) (al-DhahabI 
1961: II, 395: Elias 1995: 204-5). Nevertheless, Bohr al-haqaiq also appears to have 
been the title of a different tafsir written by Najm al-DIn al-RazI (Ate§ 1974: 142-4: 
Shpall 1981-4, regarding ms. Suleymaniye-Hasan Hiisnii MS. 37 mukarrar). Elias has 
demonstrated, however, that 'Ala’ al-Dawla al-SimnanI (d. 736/1336) wrote a distinct 
commentary, one of the names of which is Tafsir Najm al-Quran (“The Commentary: 
The Star of the Qur’an”) and which is entirely esoteric. It begins with Surat al-Tur (Q 
52) and covers the remainder of the Qur’an, although it is prefaced by a long intro¬ 
duction and commentary on the Fdtiha and in various manuscripts begins when the 
tafsir oi al-Kubra/al-RazI leaves off (Elias 1995: 203-12; al-DhahabI 1961: 395). The 
introduction was edited by Nwyia (1973-7: 141-57) and studied by Corbin (1978: 
121-44). Elias edited various excerpts of al-Simnanl’s tafsir, basing his edition on two 
related manuscripts, one of which (Suleymaniye-§ehit Ali Pa§a, Ms. 165) was collated 
with al-Simnanl’s own copy (Elias 1991: 281-321, 1995: 203, 207). Elias also dis¬ 
cussed al-Simnanl’s understanding of the Qur’an - explicitly expressed in his tafsir - 
noting that according to al-SimnanI one can become transformed into a mirror for 
divine attributes by contemplating the Qur’an (Elias 1995: 107-10). 

Another tafsir related to the Kubrawl school is that of the Shafi'I scholar Nizam al- 
Dln Hasan b. Muhammad b. Husayn al-QummI al-NIsaburl (d. 728/1327, but this is 
problematic). Although his commentary, Tafsir GhardJb al-Qur’dn wa-raghaib al-furqdn 
(“The Commentary: Marvels of the Qur’an and Desire of the Criterion”) (1904-12), 
is largely a traditional exoteric tafsir, it includes significant Sufi commentary, most 
of which - as the author himself stated - came from Najm al-DIn al-RazI al-Daya 
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(al-Nisaburl 1912: XXX, 223; Ayazi 1994: 528: al-DhahabI 1961:1, 321). Al-ZarqanI 
noted that after al-NTsaburl discussed the exoteric meaning {zahir ma ‘na) of a verse, he 
would write, “The people of ‘allusion’ (ishara) say . . Or, he simply wrote "al-ta’wll” 
and thereafter explicated the esoteric meaning (al-ma ‘m al-ishdn) of the verse (ZarqanI 
1943: II, 82), M. Ayouh has translated excerpts of the Sufi component of al-NTsaburl’s 
ta/slr (1984: 1992), 

Ibn ‘Arabl’s school of Qur’an commentary, influenced mainly by his own writings 
and to a lesser degree by his predecessor, Ibn Barrajan, was continued by al-QashanI 
and al-Safadi (Bowering 1991: 43), although the connection of al-SafadI to this school 
is problematic. These tafsirs consist of independently composed commentaries that 
nevertheless are united by their common usage of Ibn ‘Arabl’s terms and concepts. 
According to Ate§ (1974:130-1) - who described various mss. of the tafsTrof ‘Abd al- 
Salam b. 'Abd al-Rahman Abu ’1-Hakam al-Ishblll, loiown as Ibn Barrajan (d. 
536/1141) - the tafsir of Ibn Barrajan greatly influenced Ibn ‘Arabi. In addition, Ate§ 
(1974:178-9, 187-8) argued that a partial commentary - from Siirat Yunus (Q 10) to 
Surat al-Wr (Q 52) - by Ibn ‘Arabi is extant (Ms. §ehid ‘All Pa§a 62) and that it was a 
model for the commentary of al-QashanI, If Ate§ has indeed correctly identified Ibn 
'Arabi as the author of this manuscript, its publication is another of the major needs 
of the field. 

Bowering (1991: 43) noted that the tafsir of al-SafadI (d. 696/1296) - whose full 
name was Jamal al-DIn Yusuf b. Hilal b. Abl ’1-Barakat al-HalabI al-Hanafi Abu T-FadaTl 
al-Safadi - was influenced by Ibn ‘Arabl’s school of thought. Ate§ (1974: 197) demon¬ 
strated that this unpublished tafsir, the title of which is Kashf al-asrdr fl hath al-astdr 
(“The Unveiling of the Mysteries concerning the Rending of the Veils”), had been mis¬ 
takenly attributed to Ibn ‘Arabi himself. Although Ate§, in the table of contents of t§drl 
tefsir okulu (1974: 202), lists al-Safadl’s tafsir as being among those that were influ¬ 
enced by the “unity of being” {wahdat al-wujud) (which is an important doctrine of Ibn 
‘Arabl’s “school”), later, however, in his discussion of al-Safadl’s exegetical method, 
Ate§ concluded by stating that al-Safadl’s tafsir did not exhibit the characteristics of the 
“unity of being.” 

In contrast to al-SafadI, the tafsir of ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-QashanI (d. 73 0/13 3 0) clearly 
exhibits the influence of the “unity of being.” This is a major reason why even to this 
day al-Qashanl’s tafsir (1981) is known as the “Tafsir of Ibn ‘Arabi.” Studied by Pierre 
Lory (1980), excerpts of this tafsir have been translated into English by Ayoub (1981; 
1992), The most recent contribution to the tafsirs of the “school” of Ibn ‘Arabi is a con¬ 
temporary collection of Ibn ‘Arabl’s Sufi exegeses found throughout his works and 
compiled by M. Ghurab (Ayazi 1994: 464-9). 

The commentaries written in India and in regions ruled by the Ottomans and 
Timurids, comprise the fourth phase of Sufi tafsir, the period from the ninth/fifteenth 
to the twelfth/eighteenth century. Of all the Sufi tafsirs written during this period, the 
tafsirs of GIsudiraz, al-Kashifi, al-NakhjiwanI, Aziz Mahmud Hudayl, and Ismail Halda 
Bursevi are the most noteworthy. Although the Naqshbandls Khwajah Muhammad 
Parsa (d. 822/1419) and Ya'qub al-CharkhI (d. 851/1447) wrote tafsirs that contain 
some Sufi content, these did not cover the whole of the Qur’an and so wifi not be dealt 
with here. 
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The great ChishtI shaykh, Sayyid Abu T-Fath Muhammad b. Yusuf al-Husaynl, 
known as Khwajah Bandah’nawaz, is also commonly referred to by his ancestral name 
of Glstidiraz (longhair) (d. 825/1422). He was a HanaiT shaykh who spent his life in 
Delhi and the Deccan during the periods of Tughlaq and Bahmanid rule and wrote a 
still unpublished Sufi tafsTr (almost entirely in Arabic) titled Tafsir-i Multaqat (“Com¬ 
mentary [consisting] of Unexpectedly Found Things”), that deals largely with Sufi 
themes (in contrast to the assertion of M. Salim al-QidwaT) (Hussaini 1983: 20). It is 
similar in structure to but not dependent upon the ‘Ard’is al-baydn; which is to say that 
like Ruzbihan, GIsudiraz cited numerous verbatim passages directly from Sulaml’s 
Haqd\ al-tafsir (which he indicated by “Haqd'iq") and from al-Qushayrl’s Latd'if 
al-ishdrdt (indicated by “Latd’if")', but he included significant commentary that is appar¬ 
ently his own - commentary that is preceded by the designation al-multaqat. Hussaini 
(1983: 11-13) briefly discussed the tafsir and the manuscripts, one nearly complete 
and one partial manuscript of which are extant in the India Office (#109-111), while 
a partial copy is held in Lucknow. 

The well-lmown author, Kamal al-DIn Husayn b. ‘All Wa‘iz-i Kashifi (d. 910/1504-5 
in Herat), wrote the Persian Qur'an commentary Mawdhib-i ‘aliya (“The Sublime Gifts”), 
which is also known as the TafsIr-i Husayni. Although Mawdhib-i allya (1938, uncriti¬ 
cally published) is largely a translation and exoteric commentary on the Qur'an, it has 
a significant and evocative Sufi component. KashlG - who was the brother-in-law of 
‘Abd al-Rahman JamI and father of Faldir al-DIn ‘All Safi (who authored the Naqsh- 
bandl hagiography Rashahdt ‘ayn al-haydt [“Percolations of the Spring of Life”]) - was 
a prominent figure inTimurid Herat and an initiate in the Sunni Naqshbandl order. Nev¬ 
ertheless, the question of his madhhab is problematic. Some sources stated that he was 
a Hanafi, others a Shafi‘I, and still others a ShTite. Whatever the case may be, his tafsir 
(completed 899/1494) is described as being written in the style of the ahl-i sunnat wa- 
jamd at (i.e. the Sunnis) and does not exhibit ShPl characteristics (Kashifi 1938:13-21, 
79). There are three kinds of Sufi materials that Kashifi cites in the Mawdhib-i allya: 
earlier Sufi tafsirs, general Sufi prose treatises, and Persian Sufi poetry. Most of the Sufi 
material in the tafsir derives from the Sufi comentaries of al-SuIamI, al-QushayrI, al- 
Ansarl/al-Maybudl, and the Kubrawl school, although he occasionally cites other Sufi 
tafsirs such as that of al-QashanI and possibly al-DarwajikI (referred to by “al-Zahid”). 
Among the Persian Sufi poets he frequently cites are Jalal al-DIn Rtiml, Sana'I, and 
Khwajah ‘Abd Allah al-Ansarl. He also quotes from a number of other Sufi texts, among 
them being Ibn ‘Arabl’s al-Futuhdt al-makkiyya and a variety of works of Jaml. 

Ni‘mat Allah b. Mahmud al-NakhjiwanI (or al-NakhjuwanI) (d. 920/1514), a Hanafi 
Naqshbandl shaykh, wrote in Arabic the Sufi tafsir titled al-Fawdtih al-ildhiyya wa"l- 
mafdtihal-ghaybiyya (“Divine Qpenings and Unmanifest Keys”) (1907, uncritically pub¬ 
lished). Originally from Nakhjiwan in Azerbaijan, Baba Ni‘mat Allah (or Shaykh 
‘Alwan, as he was also known) completed his tafsir in 902/1497 in Tabriz, and from 
there emigrated to Ak§ehir in Anatolia, where he spent the last sixteen years of his life 
and where his grave was well known. He did not cite any other Sufi tafsirs and appears 
to have written al-Fawdtih al-ildhiyya without consulting any sources. Although he 
commented on every verse of the Qur'an, the vast majority of his exegesis consists of 
brief traditional exoteric commentary clarifying the meaning of words. Nevertheless, 
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in his substantial introduction to the tafsTr, at the beginning and end of every sura, and 
periodically throughout his tafsir, NakhjiwanI included Sufl-oriented material involv¬ 
ing the terminology and concepts of the school of Ibn ‘Arab! (NakhjiwanI 1907: ii 
(preface), 2-3; AyazI 1994: 563-6). 

Aziz Mahmud Hiidai (1038/1628), the prolific Turldsh shaykh of the Jalwati or 
Celveti Sufi order, who lived most of his adult life in Uskudar (across the Bosporus from 
Istanbul), gave discourses on the Qur'an that after his death were composed into a tafsir 
titled Nfl/flls al-majalis (“The Gems of the Assemblies”). Written in Arabic (but still 
unpublished), for the most part this tafsir consists of exoteric commentary Interspersed 
at times with Sufi commentary dealing with aspects of the Sufi path, aspects such as 
asceticism (zuhd), “consciousness of God” (taqwa), and “passing away in God” (fam’fl 
Allah). Although it has been asserted that Hiidai wrote his tafsir without referring to 
any other tafsirs, Ate§ observed the influence of al-SulamI on at least a part of the 
Nafais (Ydmaz 1980: 111; Ate§ 1974: 231). 

The most extensive and comprehensive of all the Sufi tafsirs written during this 
period is the Ruh al-bayan (“The Spirit of Elucidation”), by Ismail Haldu Bursevi (also 
variously written Bursavi, Bursali, and, in Arabic, IsmaTl Haqql al-BurusawI) 
(d. 1137/1725). Bursevi, a prolific scholar, like Hiidai was a Sufi shaykh of the 
Celveti/Jalwatl order. A HanafI, Ismail Haldu lived most of his life in Istanbul and Bursa. 
Ruh al-bayan (1866.?, published uncritically), written largely in Arabic, has both tradi¬ 
tional exoteric and Sufi dimensions. It includes Ismail Halcki’s own commentaries as 
well as quoted material from the tafsirs of the Kubrawl school, in addition to material 
from al-SulamI, al-QushayrI, Ibn ‘Arabl/al-QashanI, Ruzbihan, and Kashill. Further¬ 
more, into his tafsir he weaves Persian poetry from the likes of Hafiz, Sa'di, RumI, and 
'Attar, Ruh al-bayan is similar to Kashifl’s Mawahib-i aliyya; although the Ruh al-bayan 
is more massive and has a greater emphasis on Sufi tafsir. 

The final period in the history of Sufi tafsir, from the thirteenth/nineteenth century 
until today, includes the tafsirs of Ibn 'Ajlba, Panipatl, al-AlusI, Sultan 'All Shah, 
Safi 'AH Shah, and Mulla Huwaysh. First of all, Ahmad b. 'Ajlba (d. 1224/1809), a 
Moroccan Sufi, was the author of the tafsir titled al-Bahr al-madld fl tafsir al-Qur"an 
al-majid (“The Immense Ocean concerning Commentary on the Glorious Qur'an”) 
(1999), which has largely been neglected by scholars of tafsir outside of Morocco. 
Ibn 'Ajlba, an initiate of the Darqawl order, stated that he combined in his tafsir “both 
the explanations [ibdra) of the exoterics [ahl al-zdhir) with the allusions (ishdra) 
of the esoterics (ahl al-bdtin);’’ and hence, as we would expect, it contains significant 
Sufi commentary (Ibn 'Ajlba 1990: 38-9; Michon 1968-9: 40; 1973: 108-14, 
2 74-5). Although most of the Sufi sources of his tafsir are from North Africa, Andalus, 
or Egypt, he also quotes from Iranian scholars such as al-QushayrI and Ruzbihan 
al-Baqll. Ibn 'Ajiba’s quotations from Ruzbihan have hitherto gone unnoticed because 
Ibn 'Ajlba referred to him as “al-WRTJbl” (Ibn 'Ajlba 1999 I: 67, 466, 478 and 
passim). 

The tafsir of Panipatl, titled Tafsir al-Mazharl (“The Commentary related to 
Mazhar”), was written in Arabic by Qa4l Thana' Allah 'UthmanI FanI Fatl (Panipatl) 
(d. 1225/1810), a Hanail and Naqshbandl shayldi. The commentary has been pub¬ 
lished in ten volumes and was named after QadI Thana' Allah’s Naqshbandl shaykh, 
MIrza Mazhar Jan-i Janan (1197/1780). Both Bdwering and AyazI regard Panlpatl’s 
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tafsir as a Sufi tafsir, and AyazT also groups it among the Sufi tafsirs that use the 
hermeneutics of allusion {al-ishdri) (Bowering 1991: 43; Ayazi 1994: 833, 850). 
Nevertheless, Ayazi (1994: 366) states that in spite of the fact that Qadi Thana' Allah 
(who lived most of his life in the North Indian state of Haryana) was a Naqshbandi Sufi 
in the lineage of Ahmad Sirhindi, his tafsir consists almost entirely of exoteric com¬ 
mentary and only rarely deals with “esoteric matters” {rumuz) and “mystical allusions” 
{ishdrdt). 

Abu 4-Thana Shihab al-Din Sayyid Malnnud b. ‘Abd Allah al-Husayni al-Alusi al- 
Baghdadi, known commonly as Shihab al-Din al-Alusi, was one of the most important 
nineteenth-century Iraqi scholars and was the author of the well-known Arabic 
Qur'an commentary Rvih al-maanifi tafsir al-Qur’dn al-‘azim wa sab‘al-mathdnl (“The 
Spirit of the Meanings concerning Commentary on the Qur'an and the Seven Oft- 
repeated Verses [i.e. al-Fatiha (Q 1)]”) (1933-4). Al-Alusi lived most of his life in 
Baghdad, where he died in 1270/1854. Affiliated with the Naqshbandi tariqa of 
Mawlana Khalid al-Baghdadi (d. 1242/1827), he was the mufti of Baghdad for a 
number of years and was regarded as the shaykh of the scholars of Iraq (al-Dhahabi 
1967:1, 352-3; E12 2004: ‘Alusi”). Some sources assert that he was a Shafi'i: others, 
however, maintain that he was a Hanafi (Ate§ 1974: 250). Although his massive tafsir 
deals largely with exoteric matters, it does indeed have a significant Sufi component, 
one that is often introduced by the phrase min bob al-ishdra (“from the domain of allu¬ 
sion”). A biographer of al-Alusi has stated that among the Sufi commentators upon 
whom al-Alusi relied were Ibn ‘Arabi, al-Tustari, and Isma'il Haqqi ('Abd al-Hamid 
1968: 207-9). In addition, al-AIusi relied upon Ruzbihan al-Baqli. This, however, had 
gone unnoticed because al-Alusi - on numerous occasions without attribution - quoted 
the ‘Arais al-baydn verbatim or creatively integrated passages from it into his tafsir 
(al-Alusi 1933-4: passim). 

Hajji Mirza Hasan IsfahanI, known as Safi ‘All Shah (d. 1317/1899), wrote his 
unique Sufi tafsir in Persian poetry. Titled simply Tafsir-i Quran (“Commentary on the 
Qur'an”), it has been published in one large-size volume. Regarded as one of 
nineteenth-century Iran’s premier poets, Safi ‘All Shah was a Shl'i Sufi shaykh of a 
branch of the Ni'matallahi order known as the Safi 'Ali Shahi or Safa'iyya order, an 
order that was closely connected to the Qajar court (Pourjavady and Wilson 1978: 
252-3). In his tafsir, written in Persian rhymed couplets (mathnawl) but also contain¬ 
ing the Arabic text of the Qur'an with a Persian prose translation, Safi 'Ali Shah dealt 
with conventional exoteric subjects (such as various Qur'anic narratives) but also fre¬ 
quently linked the Qur'an to explications of Sufi metaphysics and the Sufi path (Safi 
'Ali Shah n.d.). 

Sultan Muhammad b. Haydar Muhammad b. Sultan Muhammad Junabadi 
(Gunabadi) (d. 1327/1909), a Shi'i Sufi known as Sultan 'Ali Shah, was the author of 
the published Arabic Qur'an commentary Baydn al-saadafi maqdmdt al-^ibdda (“The 
Elucidation of Felicity concerning the Stations of Worship”) (Ayazi 1994: 212). Origin¬ 
ally from Bidukht, a village in the vicinity of Gunabad (Iran), Sultan 'Ali Shah was a 
shaykh in the Gunabadi branch of the Ni'matallahi Sufi order. In his tafsir, Sultan 'Ali 
Shah included exoteric commentary as well as Sufi commentary. Although Agha 
Buzurg Tihrani stated that Sultan 'Ali Shah had been accused of plagiarism, Ayazi 
refuted these allegations (Ayazi 1994: 214-15; Pourjavady and Wilson 1978; 252). 
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‘Abd al-Qadir b. Sayyid Muhammad Huwaysh b. Mahmud A1 GhazI al-'AnI, known 
as MuIIa Huwaysh, was the author of the Qur'an commentary Bayan al-mami ‘ala 
hasab tartib al-nuzid (“The Elucidation of the Meanings according to the Order of Rev¬ 
elation”), MuUa Huwaysh, an Ash'ari Hanafi, did not compose this Arabic tafsTr in 
accordance with the traditional ordering of the siiras. Instead, he arranged his tafsir 
according to the chronological order of revelation. The tafsir, written in 1936-7, con¬ 
sists of both exoteric and Sufi material (although its Sufi material only plays a very 
minor role)(Huwaysh 1964-5), According to AyazI, among the Sufi tafsirs on which 
the author relies are those of Ibn ‘Arabl/al-Qashanl, al-NakhjiwanI, IsmaU Hakla, and 
al-Alusi, He also utilized well-lmown general Sufi works such as al-Qushayrl’s a\-Risala 
(“The Treatise”), al-Ghazah’s Ihi/d’ ‘ulwn al-din (“The Revival of the Sciences of Reli¬ 
gion”), Abu Najib al-Suhrawardl’s ‘Awdrif al-ma‘drif (“The Benefits of the Forms 
of Knowledge”), and ‘Abd al-KarIm al-JIlI’s al-lnsdn al-kdmil (“The Perfect Man”), In 
addition, he made use of two late Naqshbandi works, Shaykh Muhammad b, ‘Abd 
Allah b, Mustafa al-Khanl’s (d. 1279/1862) al-Bahja al-saniyya jl dddb al-tariqa al- 
Naqshbandiyya (“Brilliant Splendor concerning the Etiquette of the Naqshbandi Path”), 
and As'ad b, Mahmud Sahib al-Naqshbandl al-Khalidl’s (d. 1347/1928) Niir al-hiddya 
wa%‘irjdnji sirr al-rdbitd wa’l-tawajjuh wa khatm al-Khwdjakdn (“The Light of Guidance 
and Gnosis concerning the Mystery of [the Practices of] Estabishing a Connection [with 
one’s shayldi]. Turning one’s Face, and Completing [the Mention of] the Masters”) 
(AyazI 1994: 218-21), 

Bowering (1991: 43) has stated that with the coming of the thirteenth/nineteenth 
century, the genre of Sufi tafsir began “a phase of certain decline that seems to con¬ 
tinue today,” Nevertheless, because we now know of three tafsirs composed in this final 
phase that Bowering did not mention (those of Ibn ‘Ajiba, Safi ‘All Shah, and Mulla 
Huwaysh, the first two of which have a strong Sufi dimension), it seems prudent to 
abandon the assessment that this recent phase of Stifl tafsir is characterized by “certain 
decline.” In addition, a number of Sufi tafsirs are now on the Internet (altafsir.com): 
and as more Sufi tafsirs become published and translated into various languages, this 
will make them available to large audiences for the first time. Hence, it is certainly pos¬ 
sible, if not probable, that this will bring about both an increase in the appreciation of 
Sufi tafsirs as well as an increase in the production of them. One obstacle to this, 
however, is the current tendency in Western scholarship to minimize the importance 
of critical editions of texts. It is hoped that scholars will realize that without such edi¬ 
tions, our efforts to understand Sufi tafsir will remain severely impaired. 
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CHAPTER 24 


RCimT 


Jawid Mojaddedi 

Mawlma’s mystic book, the MathnawT, 
Is the Qur'an in Persian poetry/ 


The relationship between Muslim mystics and religious scholars has been remarkably 
harmonious for the greater part of Islamic history, especially in view of the increasing 
tensions in recent times. One issue of conflict which arises, perhaps inevitably, between 
mystics and theologians of any religion, namely the question of revelation after the 
cycle of prophecy, has also been debated among Muslims. However, contrary to popular 
belief (including among many contemporary Muslims themselves), most Muslims in 
the course of history have held the view that Islamic revelation is not limited to the 
Qur'an. While the majority of Sunni Muslims regard at least the prophet’s normative 
example, or sunna, which was eventually compiled in hadith collections more than 
200 years after his death, as constituting a form of revelation, ShiT Muslims add to this 
the revelation received by the Imams who succeeded Muhammad in his role as a spiri¬ 
tual guide and political leader, as well as that received by his highly revered daughter 
Fatima, through whom the Imams are his direct blood descendants. Historically, most 
Sufis have been affiliated to one of the Sunni legal schools, and thus the Sufi view that 
revelation continues to be inspired in saints {awliyd’), or adept mystics, of successive 
generations has been held by a large proportion of Sunni Muslims. In this way, divine 
inspiration received by saints (ilhdm) supplements the Qur'an and the sunna as revela¬ 
tion for many Sunni Muslims in a way that is comparable with the Shl'i notion that 
revelation from God and communication with Him must always be possible for certain 
members of humanity. The Sufi author Abu Nasr al-Sarraj (d. 3 77/988) refers to these 
different types of revelation in the introduction of his Kitdb al-luma ‘fi 1-tasawwuf (“The 
Book of Flashes concerning Sufism”), the oldest surviving Sufi manual: “Nothing is 
known or comprehended other than what is present in the book of God, what has been 
transmitted about the messenger of God and what has been revealed to the hearts of 
God’s saints” (al-Sarraj 1914: 1-2). 

This statement of Sufi epistemology is confirmed by the structure of discourse in Sufi 
manuals since the time of al-Sarraj. Typically, the discussion of any topic begins with 
a citation from the Qur'an and hacSths, followed by the opinions of Sufi authorities. Def¬ 
erence is thus expressed to the Qur'an and the hadith. However, the reports transmit¬ 
ted about the opinions and actions of saints account for the vast majority of the content 
of Sufi manuals and are not restricted to commentary on Qur'anic verses and hadiths. 
They serve as an additional source of authoritative knowledge for Sufism, and are 
arguably the most important of the three. 
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RumT 

The most well-known Sufi across the world today is Jalal al-DIn Muhammad al-Ballchl 
(d. 671/1273), better known in the Middle East as Mawlana (Turldsh: Mevlana; “Our 
lord”) and in Europe and North America as RumI (“the Anatolian”). Born in the 
province of Balkh, in what is now the border region between Afghanistan and 
Tajikistan, he migrated with his family as a small child and eventually settled in Konya. 
As an adult, RumI wrote a vast amount of mystical poetry, most famous among which 
are his collection of thousands of lyrical poems, or ghazals, and his magnum opus, the 
Mathnawl, which is a poem of some 26,000 rhyming couplets (see further Lewis 2000: 
271-85). RumI was the rare combination of a poet recognized as being among the very 
best in his literary tradition, as well as a highly revered Sufi master. The Mevlevi order, 
which was formed by his disciples, was named after him. It grew into a highly influen¬ 
tial religious institution, especially during Ottoman times, and is today one of the most 
popular orders among the growing community of Sufis in North America and Europe, 
where its members are better known as the “whirling dervishes” because of their 
distinctive dance ritual. 

Translations of Rumfs poetry have topped bestseller lists in North America and 
Europe in recent years, after selections of it were rendered into English by contempo¬ 
rary poets on the basis of more literal translations made previously by orientalists. Eor 
the sake of accessibility, best-selling RumI translators such as Coleman Barks tend to 
omit culture-specific images and references which would be unfamiliar for their read¬ 
ership. While they have been highly successful in popularizing RumI, their approach 
has had the effect of obscuring the fact that he makes heavy use of the Qur'an (as well 
as other Islamic sources). While it may not be essential for understanding Ruml’s mys¬ 
tical message to appreciate his use of the Qur'an, an exploration of this aspect will help 
elucidate this Sufi master and poet’s understanding of the Qur'an in relation to the 
knowledge with which he, as a Sufi saint, had been inspired. Ruml’s poetry is particu¬ 
larly appropriate for such a study because of his remarkably frequent use of the Qur'an, 
which is especially evident in his magnum opus, the Mathnawl (“The Couplets”).^ 

Although the precise origins of the famous couplet presented at the beginning of 
this chapter, which compares Ruml’s Mathnawl with the Qur'an, has remained elusive, 
what is known is that the Mathnawl has been popularly referred to as “the Qur'an in 
Persian” (Quran dar zabdn-i pahlawi) since at least the beginning of the twentieth 
century, and possibly since as far back as the fifteenth century. As far as I am aware, no 
one has questioned or challenged the appropriateness of this description for Ruml’s 
magnum opus. Comparing a book to the Qur'an is obviously meant as the highest 
form of praise designed to single out the work as the greatest of its kind, but it is also 
commonly explained that the Mathnawl stands out in the canon of Persian literature 
for its large number of exegeses of Qur'anic passages, and even that the Mathnawl as 
a whole is some kind of commentary on the Qur'an (e.g., MuTn 1992: s.v. 
“Mathnawl”), Such explanations suggest that the content of the Mathnawl is closely 
related to the Qur'an, with the implication that the Qur'an is its foundation and its 
immediate inspiration. 
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It is necessary to examine systematically the ways in which the Qur'an is actually 
used in Ruml’s Mathnawl in order to be able to form an opinion about the relationship 
between the two works, particularly if one wishes to ascertain whether Rumi’s 
Mathnawl is based on the Qur'anic text as a direct response to it. Citations of the ori¬ 
ginal Arabic text of the Qur'an constitute only a fraction of the material in Ruml’s 
Mathnawl that overlaps with the holy book in some way, or alludes to it. However, by 
focusing on actual citations of the Qur'an it will be possible to make a comparison 
between Ruml’s Mathnawl and other works of the same mystical mathnawl (couplets) 
geme, and thus to reach conclusions that have talcen into consideration the historical, 
intellectual, and literary context of his work (see De Bruijn 1997: 84-111). 


The Qur’an and the MathnawT 

RumI uses a number of ways to cite the actual words of the Qur'an, the vast majority 
of which can be classified into a few broad types. Perhaps the most easily identifiable 
type of Qur'an citation is the inclusion of parts of the original Arabic in the course of 
retelling a Qur'anic story. Although a Persian poet’s own rendering of a Qur'anic story 
does not necessarily require the use of the actual wording of the Qur'an, nonetheless 
RumT very often incorporates key passages from the original within his own Persian 
verse renditions. For instance, in the retelling of the story of God’s appointment of man 
as vicegerent, he writes; 

He taught the names to Adam at the start (Q 2:31) 

Thus knowledge filled our ancestor’s pure heart^ 

(RumI 1990:1, v. 1243) 

Like other mystical mathnawTs, Rumi’s work consists essentially of narratives and hom¬ 
ilies. While there are many retellings of Qur'anic narratives in the Mathnawl, most of its 
stories are not Qur'anic in origin (e.g., see Lewis 2000: 288-91). Even those that are 
have probably been obtained from works of Qur'anic exegesis or from the “stories of the 
prophets” genre {qisas al-anhiya), which is hardly surprising in view of the scarcity of 
extended narratives in the Qur'an. The majority of the Qur'anic citations in the 
Mathnawl are embedded in the homilies, and the most celebrated way in which RumI 
uses these citations within his homilies is to corroborate an argument he has presented, 
often as part of a sequence of comparisons taken from the natural world, everyday life, 
and literary and folkloric traditions. An example of such a sequence is the following six 
couplets from the story about the lion who let a wolf and a fox accompany him hunting: 

The lion, though embarrassed by this parr. 

Still honored them by letting them come there. 

For such kings feel they’re burdened by their troops, 

But he agreed, for blessings come from groups: 

The moon is shamed by stars, in honesty. 

It lets them near through generosity. 
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Was not the Prophet told “Consult them!’’ too (Q 3:159) 

Though no one had as good a point of view? 

On scales we pair old iron weights with gold 
Though for a fraction of gold’s worth they’re sold; 

The body is the spirit’s traveling mate, 

The guard dog serves the king at his court’s gate. 

(Rumi 1990:1, vv. 3029-34) 

In this typical example, the Qur’anic comparison is just one member of a sequence 
of comparable images, all of which are designed to affirm the Initial assertion that the 
lion was doing a favor to the fox and the wolf by letting them accompany him. It is 
worth noting that it is presented in the middle of the sequence rather than at the start 
or at the close of the sequence, and so it is not given precedence over the other images 
that belong to the sequence. To be precise, it follows immediately after the image of 
the moon accompanied by stars, an image that was already popular for describing the 
prophet and his disciples, those whom he had been instructed to consult in the Qur anic 
verse cited in this passage. What that Qur'anic verse shares with the other images is 
that, since it originates from the Qur'an, it would already have been familiar to the 
intended readers, Ruml’s students, who had a thorough loiowledge of the book of 
Muslim revelation. 

Qur'anic citations are very often used by RumI in his homilies not so much as cor¬ 
roborating images of comparison but as alternative ways of expressing sentiments that 
he could quite easily have conveyed in Persian. Rumi effectively appropriates many 
Qur'anic passages for his own homilies in a way which has parallels to their use in his 
renditions of Qur'anic narratives. Like those examples, the citations appropriated in 
this way are not necessary for the message to be conveyed. For example, Rumi writes 
with regard to seeing beyond this world: 

Some other clouds and rain far from your view 
Exist in the unseen, and more suns too, 
fust His elite see this manifestation. 

The rest feel doubt as to a new creation. (Q 50:15) 

(Rumi 1990:1, v. 2046-7) 

The appropriation of Qur'anic passages in a text in this way is usually considered imme¬ 
diately with regard to its function as a weighty reinforcement of the author’s senti¬ 
ments. It is very common in sermons, which, in view of Ruml’s own background as a 
preacher, may help explain why he makes use of this method of citation so frequently. 
However, it is important not to overlook the fact that the majority of such citations 
involve word-play, which seems to be the primary reason for their use in the poem. For 
instance, Rumi has quoted the Qur'anic phrase “pleasing sowers” in the following 
passage, which describes the process through which a wheat grain eventually becomes 
part of a human, who is then annihilated in God: 

If seeds are planted firmly in the ground 
Wheat will eventually grow all around. 
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Then in the mill they grind it to make bread - 
Its value soars now with it men are fed, 

Next by men’s teeth the bread is ground again, 

Life, wisdom and intelligence they gain. 

And when in love one’s life becomes effaced 

Sowers are pleased the seed’s not gone to waste! (Q 48:29) 

(Rumil990:1, w. 3178-81) 

The reason why this particular citation has been used here is because it comes from a 
passage in the Qur'an with agricultural imagery, albeit one with a very different 
message to what Rumi is describing (see below). The same relatively long verse of the 
Qur'an from which this clause has been taken is also the source of the citations in 
the following passage: 

On fleeing death, the hare began to clap 

And dance like leaves which in the breeze would flap; 

Both branch and leaf like this escape earth’s jail - 
They lift their heads and with the wind set sail: 

When leaves burst forth from branches, they ascend 
Up to the tree's most high and furthest end: 

Using the tongue of its initial shoot (Q 48:29) 

God’s praise is sung by every leaf and fruit: 

The Giver nourished every root of ours 

Until our trees were strong and straight like towers. (Q 48:29) 

(RumI 1990:1, vv. 1350-4) 

In the original Qur'anic verse from which all of the last three citations have been taken 
(Q 48:29), believers are compared with seeds which turn into strong and tall plants 
thanks to the grace of God, thereby delighting sowers while at the same time enraging 
the infidels. It is clear that more than for any other reason, these clauses from the same 
Qur'anic verse have been incorporated because they happen to have loose connections 
with certain images employed by Rumi in this and the previously cited passage: one 
refers to the cultivation of wheat, the other to a healthy and robust tree. The citation 
of the Qur'an in such instances serves as a display of Rumi’s intimate knowledge of the 
holy text and virtuosity as a poet, with the aim of delighting the reader and winning 
his admiration. 

The Qur'an citations included in the homilies of Ruml’s MathnawJ which are not 
used as appropriated speech or as an image of comparison are those embedded in 
the relatively few instances of Qur'anic exegesis. While every single use of a citation 
inevitably structures its own interpretation through the new context in which it is pre¬ 
sented, there are passages in the Mathnawl labeled as “explanations of meanings of” 
(e.g., dar mani-iji), or even “Exegesis of” (tafsir-i) of specific Qur'anic verses. The first 
thing one notices on reading the approximately a dozen passages like this is that in most 
cases they do not actually constitute Qur'anic exegesis at all, but have been inaccu¬ 
rately identified on the basis of the occurrence of a Qur'anic verse towards the begin¬ 
ning of the passage or an association between the message of the passage and that of 
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a verse in the Qur’an (e.g., RumI 1990:1, vv. 2582-2614), This is part of a general 
problem with the subheadings provided in the Mathmwl and not something that relates 
exclusively to Qur an commentaries. They seem to have been added after the actual text 
of the poem, and so they often fail to represent accurately the content of the passage 
which they precede. In consequence, passages that have as their starting-point a verse 
of the Qur’an are very rare, contrary to the impression one might gain by simply 
looking at the subheadings (see below for an example). 

In order to evaluate what these observations may reveal about Ruml’s understand¬ 
ing of the Qur’an and its relationship to his MathnawT, it is important to compare his 
use of Qur’an citations with that of his most well-known predecessors among the 
authors of Persian mystical mathnawis, namely Haldm Sana’! (d. 532/1138) and Farid 
al-DIn 'Attar (d. 616/1220). All works of the Persian mystical mathmwl genre, lilce 
other forms of religious literature, contain material from the Qur’an, most obviously in 
the form of direct citations. Rumi’s Mathmwl is therefore not exceptional for contain¬ 
ing citations of the original Arabic text of the Qur’an, albeit with the modifications 
required by the meter of his Persian poem and the particular couplet’s internal rhyme. 
However, Ruml’s use of Qur’anic citations remains distinctive in certain aspects. 
First of all, a comparison with works of this genre that have relatively similar structures 
to the Mathmwl highlights the fact that Ruml’s work Includes Qur’anic citations much 
more frequently. For instance, while ‘Attar’s Asrarnama contains a citation from the 
Qur’an approximately every 250 couplets and Sana’I’s Hadiqat al-haqiqa every 150 cou¬ 
plets, Ruml’s Mathmwl contains a Qur’anic citation on average every 30 couplets. 
Although other uses of the Qur’an, such as retelling of Qur’anic stories, and para¬ 
phrases of Qur’anic verses, are not always so easy to identify and classify, one’s imme¬ 
diate impression is that in comparison with the other works of the mystic mathmwl 
genre, Ruml’s Mathmwl contains more of these examples of Qur’an usage as well. 

The second most striking difference is that when RumI cites the Qur’an, he invari¬ 
ably does so in such a way that its meaning in the context of his Mathmwl is trans¬ 
parent, either because its literal meaning malces it obvious or its new context in the 
Mathmwl determines how it is read, as the examples already cited demonstrate. While 
most of his predecessors often provide a mere couple of key words from a Qur’anic 
passage which require reference to the Qur’an itself for the poem to be understood, 
RumI rarely follows this convention. Although it is fair to say that medieval readers of 
mystical mathnawis would be much more familiar with the Qur’an than a contempo¬ 
rary reader, there may be more significance to this idiosyncracy than the question of 
accessibility - not only is Ruml’s effort to convey his message as clearly as possible to 
the reader indicated by this tendency to make the Mathnawl more self-sufficient, but 
in order to achieve this a considerable poetic talent is displayed, and, perhaps most 
significantly of all, this approach avoids implying a distance between the Qur’an and 
his self-contained Mathnawl. 

Another distinctive feature of Ruml’s use of Qur’anic citations is his greater will¬ 
ingness to use citations out of their usual context. That is to say, passages are used to 
convey a message with which they are not usually associated in tradition, as the agri¬ 
cultural citations referred to above amply demonstrate. Even parts of the speech of one 
character in the Qur’an are put in the mouth of another character in the Mathnawl, as 
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in the case of the prophet S^ih, who in the Mathnawl says “Why should I feel bad for 
the wicked’s sake?” (RumI i990:1, v. 2570), although in the Qur'an that citation is a 
remark made by the prophet Shu'ayb (Q 7:93). 


The Mathnawi in Relation to the Qur’an 

Tradition teUs us that RumI started to compose the Mathnawl after being asked to do so 
by his deputy Husam al-DIn ChalabI, who had noticed that his disciples enjoyed reading 
the mystical mathnawis of SanaT and ‘Attar more than the classical prose works of 
Sufism. RumI does not himself suggest a reason for writing the Mathnawl although he 
does make it clear that Husam al-DIn had instigated it (RumI 1990:1,1-2), There seems 
to be no reason to doubt the traditional explanation which refers to the popularity of 
the works of SanaT and 'Attar. What it would imply is that RumI wrote the Mathnawl 
in order to inspire and instruct his disciples, and moreover he strove to write something 
they would enjoy reading more than the works of his predecessors. The ways in which 
RumI uses Qur'an citations support this view, for RumI uses them in ways that 
malce the teachings in his Mathnawl more immediately accessible as well as more 
entertaining. 

The most famous tradition about the composition of the Mathnawl involving I^sam 
al-DIn is that he wrote down the text as RumI recited whenever he became inspired with 
the poem. Its echoes of the biography of Muhammad may give reason for skepticism, 
but there is support for this tradition in the best source of all, the text of the Mathnawl 
itself. RumI refers to this process on a number of occasions, including instruction to 
Husam al-DIn to get some paper and write down as he recites (“Husam al-DIn, please 
fetch a sheet or two/ And write about the guide what I tell you;” RumI 1990:1, v. 2947) 
as well as apologies for keeping him up until dawn in this activity (“It’s dawn, Q Refuge, 
who fills dawn with light/ Please make Husam forgive it took all night”; RumI 1990:1, 
V. 1817). The structure of the Mathnawl also includes many indications that it was pro¬ 
duced extemporaneously, albeit with clear evidence that it was edited afterwards (such 
as by the later insertion of subheadings, as mentioned above), which tradition also 
acknowledges, and that it follows a loose plan (see Baldick 1981: 125-7). 

The composition method described in tradition is interesting in the context of dis¬ 
cussing the relationship between the Mathnawl and the Qur'an, as it implies that Ruml’s 
work was also divinely inspired rather than a calculated and logically planned poem. 
In fact, the Mathnawl contains a highly significant passage towards the end of its third 
volume where RumI not only affirms this point but also specifically compares his 
Mathnawl with the Qur'an, This 64-couplet long passage is divided into six short 
sections by the subheadings provided (RumI 1990: III, vv. 4230-94), 

The first section of this passage begins by referring to criticism that has been directed 
at the Mathnawl, mocking the poem as a trivial collection of fables. RumI takes solace 
in the observation by Sana'I, referred to here by his well-known title Haldm-i Ghaznawl 
(“The Sage of Ghazna”), that even the Qur'an was criticized in this way by ignorant 
contemporaries of the prophet (RumI 1990: III, w. 4233-4). This discussion of 
criticism of the Mathnawl is resumed in the last of the six sections that make up this 



rOmT 369 


64-couplet long passage, which includes a reference back to this specific piece of advice 
from Sana'I (RumI 1990: III, v. 4294). That final section in fact begins in quite extra¬ 
ordinary fashion with the statement: 

Deriding dog! You’re barking, sense you lack! 

You’re mocking the Qur’an behind its back! 

(RumI 1990: III, v. 4285) 

What RumI appears to be asserting here is that “the dog” who rudely criticizes his 
Mathnawl is in effect criticizing the Qur’an by doing so, and he is thus deriding it behind 
its back. This is followed by six couplets on the virtues and status of the Qur’an, as God’s 
eternal speech with spiritual depth to its content, in contrast to the unworthiness of 
the deriding dog of a critic. RumI concludes this passage by returning his focus to 
himself (or possibly his Mathnawi), with the following three couplets: 

That Water of Life’s fount - look here, behold! 

I free the mystic lovers from death’s hold. 

If your vile greed had not caused such a smell 

God would have poured drops on your grave as well! 

No, I’ll heed the advice from Sana’I - 

I won’t let critics’ comments bother me. 

(RumI 1990: III, vv. 4292-4) 

If we take RumI as the speaker, which I think is the most credible interpretation, then 
what this verse is suggesting in this specific context is that the reason why criticizing 
his Mathnawl should be considered to be criticizing the Qur’an behind its back is 
because, as different forms of divine revelation, both share common origins. What 
seems to be clear is that RumI is not suggesting that his Mathnawl is somehow based 
on the Qur’an, but rather that it is the same in origin. 


Revelation and SufT Saints 

If we look briefly at the four remaining sections of the 64-couplet passage, those which 
separate these two parts at the beginning and the end, we can find confirmation that 
this final assertion by RumI cannot be dismissed as an isolated bold claim or poetic flight 
of fancy. This is because the images provided in the intervening sections structure a 
purposeful argument in preparation for this final assertion. 

The first of these intervening sections. Section Two, expands on the criticism that 
has been directed at the Mathnawl on the basis of its outer form alone (see above), by 
making it clear that what counts is the inner meaning of the Qur’an and not its form. 
This is a common Sufi viewpoint, which is presented at length already by Sana’I in his 
Uadiqat al-haqiqa (Sana’I 1998: 113-24, esp. 115-17). 

The remaining intervening sections are, significantly, about the status of Sufi saints. 
First of all, in Section Three saints are compared with the Qur’an itself as having both 
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inner and outer aspects; RumI makes this point in the form of a refutation of the claim 
that saints withdraw from society in order to hide. He argues that, just lilce the Qur'an, 
the important aspect of a Sufi saint is his inner being and that remains hidden. There¬ 
fore, they have no need to hide from people by retreating into seclusion (RumI 1990: 
III, vv. 4253-60). Section Four expands on the theme of the previous section, by com¬ 
paring saints with the rod of Moses that turned into a snake and the spells of Jesus with 
which he revived the dead: in their outer appearance you may perceive their form as 
ordinary like you see a rod or hear words, but inwardly their station is extremely lofty, 
as vehicles through which God can act (RumI 1990: III, vv. 4261-70). 

It is the last of these intervening sections. Section Five, which is perhaps the most 
significant of aU because it confronts directly the question of revelation received by 
saints. This section is presented under the rubric of “Tafsir of the Qur'anic verse, 
‘0 hills and birds, repeat his praise!’” (Q 34:10), and it comes as close to an extended 
commentary on a Qur'anic verse as one can frnd in Ruml’s MathmwI. This Qur'anic 
verse is understood to represent God’s command to the mountains and birds to repeat 
David’s Psalms (zabur), one of the four Muslim “books of revelation,” in harmony 
with him. 


The hill joined Prophet David when he’d sing. 

Both minstrels, drunk with deep love for their king: 

When the command “Repeat his praise!" first came 
The two became one voice, their song the same. 

God told him, “Separation you have known. 

Cut off from good friends for my sake alone, 

A stranger with no close associate. 

In whose heart flames of longing have been lit. 

You seek companions, minstrels, singers too - 
Eternal God presents these hills to you.” 

He makes them singers who can sing so well. 

He makes these hills fall drunken in a spell. 

So you’ll know God can make a mere hill sing 
And saints too can experience such a thing - 
From God’s creation melodies each hears: 

Their sound each moment reaches the saint’s ears. 

Unheard by men in the vicinity - 
He who has faith in him lives joyfully! 

Inside his soul he hears inspired words too 
Although those sitting near him have no clue! 

(RumI 1990: III, vv. 4273-82) 

This penultimate section of the passage under scrutiny ties together the previously 
explored themes concerning prophetic revelation and the lofty inner natures of saints 
which is kept hidden from view. More specifically, it affirms that divine revelation which 
prophets receive can also be received by saints, since even hills can be inspired by God 
to utter the Psalms of David. RumI explains that most people, since they judge on the 
basis of outward appearance alone, fail to appreciate this reality. In this context, it is 
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clear that this homily based on exegesis of a verse of the Qur'an, is designed to support 
Ruml’s subsequent comparison of his Mathmwl with the Qur'an and his condemna¬ 
tion of the critic of his poem: the Mathnawl is divine inspiration which he, as a Sufi 
saint, has received from God, even though some may be skeptical of this claim and even 
mock it on the basis of its form of expression. 


Conclusion 

In summary, Ruml’s predilections in Qur'anic citation for the Mathnawl seem to serve 
primarily the purpose of surpassing his predecessors in presenting Sufi teachings in an 
even more accessible, entertaining, and memorable form than their works, which his 
students already enjoyed reading. The high frequency of word play as the principal 
factor in attracting a citation, as well as the cleverness with which he forms associa¬ 
tions with Qur'anic verses and integrates them, contribute significantly to the fulfill¬ 
ment of this aim and should not be seen as contradicting or compromising it in any 
way. The fact that the Qur'an is cited much more frequently by Rumi than his prede¬ 
cessors can be at least partially explained as being due to his determination to convey 
his message in as familiar and accessible a form as possible to his readership - it is worth 
noting that he also stands apart from the others for his provision of so many compar¬ 
isons from nature and everyday life, often in long sequences illustrating the same point. 
This is not, however, simply spoon-feeding his readers, but also delighting them with 
his sensitive imagination and poetic virtuosity. RumI demonstrates an intimate know¬ 
ledge of the Qur'an, which would have been for his students as familiar as natural phe¬ 
nomena and everyday experience. 

At the same time, one can also see in Ruml’s heavy use of Qur'an citations an indi¬ 
cation of his perception of the relationship between the Qur'an and the Mathnawl, 
namely that they stem from a common source. This is evident in his frequent appro¬ 
priation of the words of the Qur'an for his homilies and retellings of stories, his 
preference to make his use of the Qur'an self-contained and immediately accessible, 
eliminating the need for reference outside of the Mathnawl itself, and his relatively 
liberal and carefree transferal of Qur'anic citations to new, and often very different, 
contexts. Not only does Rumi strive to break down the barriers in communication 
between himself and the reader of much lower spiritual rank and level of education, 
but he also downplays the distinctions between different forms of divine revelation and 
their bearers. This is confirmed in Rumi’s direct comments about saints and the rela¬ 
tionship between the Qur'an and his Mathnawl. 

The comparison with the Qur'an cited at the beginning of this chapter therefore 
need not be considered simply as extreme praise or as implying that the Mathnawl is a 
commentary on the Qur'an. The following couplet about Rumi, which is often pre¬ 
sented alongside that couplet, would seem to correspond to what the Sufi poet-saint 
himself has specifically conveyed: 

How to describe that man of lofty station.? 

Though not a prophet he brought revelation.'* 
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Notes 

1 This couplet has appeared numerous times attributed to the fifteenth-century poet ‘Abd 
al-Rahman JamT (d. 1492), but never with a reference to a specific work of his. Reynold 
Nicholson in his edition of the Mathmvn (1925-40: VII, b2) refers to two more recent works 
where it is found: ‘Abidin Pasha (1887-8) Tar jama wa sharh-i Mathnawi-yi sharJf (Trans¬ 
lation and Commentary on the noble MathnawT), 6 vols., Istanbul, on the title-page, and W. 
Muhammad (1894) Sharh-i Mathnawi (Commentary on the Mathnawl), 2 vols., Lucknow, p. 3. 
I am indebted to Franklin Lewis for the information he shared through the Adabiyat listserve 
about the edition of Muhammad’s work (originally written in 172 8 under the title, Makhzan 
al-asrdr [Treasury of Mysteries]) which was actually used by Nicholson. 

2 While this chapter focuses exclusively on RumT’s use of the Qur’an for his MathnawT, his 
l3Tical poems, or ghazals, also reveal an extraordinarily high degree of “Qur’anicity,” as 
demonstrated in Virani 2002. Although Rumi is remembered primarily as a Sufi master who 
conveyed his teachings through poetry, the content of his oral teaching sessions has also been 
compiled by students, including his comments on the Qur’an and revelation received by 
saints (see further Keshavarz 2002). 

3 The citations from the Qur’an are presented in italics in the translations presented here. 
Translations of passages from Book One of the Mathnawi are taken from RiimT (2004), using 
the same verse numbering as the edition of M. Isti'lami [= Rumi 1990], on which it is based. 

4 This couplet is often found together with the couplet cited at the beginning of the chapter. 
Concerning its attribution and historical origins, see note 1 above. 
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CHAPTER 25 


Twelver ShTT Ta'wil 


Diana Steigerwald 

Our cause is a secret (sirr) within a secret, a secret of something which remains 
hidden, a secret which may only he disclosed hy another secret; a secret upon 
a secret which is supported by a secret. (Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq quoted in Corbin 
1993:37) 


Shl'ism is a branch (firqa) of Islam in which one finds some of the most esoteric inter¬ 
pretations and some of the most dynamic discussions on the nature of the Qur'an, Shl‘1 
interpretations of the Qur'an concern mainly issues of authority where the concept of 
the imamate (iniania) is paramount. The issues surrounding the ShiT Qur'an are mul¬ 
tiple; they cover much more than just the history of the text and its variations. Qther 
major subjects include exegesis {tawll) of the text, the distinction between exoteric 
(zdhfr) and inner (batin) meanings. In this chapter, I will show how the Twelver ShTites 
(Ithna'ashariyya) have interpreted the Qur'an and developed their spiritual exegesis. 
This research provides a comprehensive account of the history while not pretending to 
be exhaustive. 


Origin of Shfl Islam 

Many verses of the Qur'an contained statements about the notion of imama which are 
interpreted differently by Sunnis and ShTites. Here are a few verses regularly quoted by 
ShTites: ‘And We made them leaders (aimma, singular imam), guiding [men] by Qur 
command (amr), and We sent them inspiration to do good deeds, to establish regular 
prayers and to practice regular charity; And they constantly served Us [and Us only]” 
(Q 21:73). The word “leaders” in this verse may refer to both prophets and ShiT Imams. 
“Verily We shall give life to the death, and We record that which they sent before and 
that which they leave. Behind, and of all things have We taken account in a ‘manifest 
Imam’ {imam mubin)” (Q 36:12). 

For the ShTites, the ahl al-bayt (“people of the house”) includes the prophet’s daugh¬ 
ter Fatuna, his son-in-law 'All, and his grandsons, Hasan and Husayn. ‘And Allah only 
wishes to remove all abomination from you people of the house (ahl al-bayt) and to malce 
you pure and spotless” (Q 33:33). “They said: ‘Dost thou wonder at Allah’s decree.? The 
grace of Allah and His blessings on you, Q people of the house (ahl al-bayt)l For He is 
indeed worthy of all praise full of all glory!’ ” (Q 11:73). “That this is indeed a Qur'an 
most honourable in a book well-guarded, which none touch but those who are purified 
(mutahharm)" (Q 56:77-9). “Q you who believe! Qbey God, and obey the apostle, and 
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those charged with authority (ulu’l-amr) among you” (Q 4:59). From these above verses, 
the Shl'ites deduced that the mutahharm designates the Shi‘1 Imams who are conse¬ 
quently impeccable (masum) and inspired, always following the divine command. 
“Whoever submits His whole self to God, and is doer of good, has grasped indeed the 
most trustworthy hand-hold (al-'urwa al-wuthqa)” (Q 31:22; see also 2:256). Accord¬ 
ing to the Shl'ites, the ‘urwa al-wuthqd refers to the “rope of imdma” which is continu¬ 
ous till the day of resurrection and remains a permanent link between the spiritual and 
material worlds. Also in sumt cd-niir (Q 24:35-6), the blessed olive tree is said to sym¬ 
bolize the Imam. 

Shl'ites deduce from the following Qur'anic verse that the imdma is a divine institu¬ 
tion and that the Imam must be from the seed of Abraham: ‘And remember that 
Abraham was tried by his Lord with certain commands, which he fulfilled. He said: 
‘I will malce thee an imdm to the nations.’ He said: And also [imams] from my 
offspring!’ ” (Q 2:124) Based on this verse, Shl'ites maintain that the divinely appointed 
Imam who is an example for all mankind, must necessarily himself be impeccable 
(ma'sum). 

The origin of Shl'I Islam goes back to the issue of succession following Muhammad’s 
death. There are some indications that Muhammad may have intended for his cousin 
and son-in-law 'All b. Abl Talib to succeed him. For the Shl'ites, Muhammad explicitly 
designated (nass jail) 'All as his successor by God’s command at a place called Ghadir 
BChumm. Some traditions accepted as canonical by both Sunnis and Shl'ites give a 
unique status to 'AH in Muhammad’s eyes. For example this hadith, which is accepted 
by Shl'ites, is also found in the Sunni hadith collection of Ibn Hanbal (Ibn Hanbal n.d.: 
I, 84,118-19,152, 331; IV, 281, 327, 370) and expressed by Muhammad al-Baqir al- 
MajIIsI(d. 1111/1699): 


When the ceremonies of the pilgrimage were completed, the prophet, attended by ‘AH and 
the MusHms, left Mecca for Medina. On reaching Ghadir Khumm, [Muhammad] halted, 
although that place had never before been a halting place for caravans. The reason for the 
halt was that verses of the Qur’an had come upon him, commanding him to establish ‘AH 
in the caliphate. . . . The message that came from the Most High was this: “O apostle, 
declare all that has been sent down to thee from thy Lord. No part of it is to be withheld. 
God will protect you against men, for he does not guide the unbelievers” (Q 5:71).... 
When the crowd had all gathered, Muhammad walked up on to the platform of saddles 
and called ‘AH to stand at his right. After a prayer of thanks he spoke to the people, inform¬ 
ing them that he had been forewarned of his death, and saying, “I have been summoned 
to the gate of God, and I shall soon depart to God, to be concealed from you, and bidding 
farewell to this world. I am leaving you the book of God, and if you follow this you will not 
go astray. And I am leaving you also the “members of the household” (ahl al-bayt), who 
are not to be separated from the book of God until they meet me at the drinking fountain 
of Kawthar.” He then called out, ‘Am I not more precious to you than your own lives.?” 
They said “Yes.” Then it was that he took ‘AH’s hands and raised them so high that he 
showed the whites of his armpits, and said, “Whoever has me as his master (mawld) has 
‘AH as his master. Be friend to his friends, 0 Lord, and be an enemy to his enemies. Help 
those who assist him and frustrate those who oppose him.” (al-Majllsi 1909: III, 339: 
Donaldson 1933: 5) 
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A verse from the Qur’an was revealed on the same occasion: “This day have I perfected 
your religion for you, completed my favour upon you, and have chosen for you Islam 
as your religion” (Q 5: 3). The event of Ghadir Khumm is not denied by Sunnis but 
interpreted differently by them. For the Sunnis, Muhammad wanted only to honour 
‘All. They understood the term mawla in the sense of “friend” whereas the ShTites rec¬ 
ognized 'All as their master; the spiritual authority of ‘All was transferred afterward to 
his direct descendants, the rightful guides (imams). The ShTites hold that ‘All and his 
descendants have a divine right to the caliphate (khalifa). ‘All had received a special 
mandate from the prophet. Muhammad is spoken of as having left behind him two 
momentous things (thalaqayn); the Qur’an and the people of his household, both of 
which are needed in order to remain on the right path (al-sirat al-mustaqim). The Qur’an 
is described as the “greater weight” (al-thaqal al-akbar) whereas the Imams are called 
the “lesser weight” (al-thaqal al-asghar) (Ayoub 1988: 180). 

The successor of the prophet is the Inheritor (wasi) of his esoteric knowledge and 
the interpreter, par excellence, of the Qur’an, Since Muhammad was the last prophet 
who closed the prophetic cycle, the ShTites believe that humanity still needs spiritual 
guidance: the cycle of imama must succeed to the cycle of prophecy. The notion 
of imama is thus a cardinal principle of ShTi faith since it is only through the Imam 
that true Imowledge can be obtained. The prophet received the revelation (tanzil) and 
established the religious law (sharTa) while ‘All the repository of the prophet’s loiow- 
ledge, provided its spiritual exegesis (ta'wll). Thus the imama, closely tied to ‘All’s 
spiritual mission, is according to ShTi understanding, a rational necessity and an 
obligatory grace. 

For ShTites, ‘All’s mission is seen as the hidden and secret aspect of prophecy. This 
underlying idea is based on ‘All’s declaration: 

I am the Sign of the All-Powerful. I am the Gnosis of Mysteries. I am the Companion of 
the Radiance of the Divine Majesty. I am the First and the Last, the Manifest (Zahir) and 
the Hidden (Batin). I am the Face of God. I am the Mirror of God, the Supreme Pen, the 
Tabula secreta. I am he who in the Gospel is called Elijah. I am he who is in possession of 
the Secret of God’s Messenger.” (Corbin 1993: 49) 

There are also many other sayings attributed to ‘All which emphasized the necessity of 
an interpreter of the Qur’an. 

The Imam as successor of the prophet and spiritual leader of the community is as 
important as the prophet. The ShTites believe that God appointed prophets to guide 
mankind: likewise He also appointed Imams to continue the guidance. When God 
selects a prophet or Imam, He chooses an individual who is impeccable - perfect on all 
accounts. For the ShTites, ordinary human beings with their own limited capacity and 
imperfection cannot “elect” the prophet’s successor. The prophets were not elected by 
the people, but by God. Only Muhammad, who possessed blessed knowledge, can 
appoint his successor. Similarly, only ‘All, who has divine inspiration (ta'yid), can know 
who should succeed him. Even though ‘All eventually took his place as the fourth 
caliph, the ShTites believe he was really the first true caliph who was followed by a 
succession of Imams, appointed by nass (“designation”) by the preceding Imam. ‘All 
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became the successor of the prophet by divine command as expressed through 
Muhammad’s will. 

The concept of the Imam implies that the cycle of prophecy is succeeded by the cycle 
of the waldya, the institution of “the friends of God.” The text of the Qur an in itself is 
not sufficient because it contains hidden meanings and apparent contradictions. “The 
Imowledge of such a book cannot be grasped fully by the norms of ordinary philosophy: 
the text must be ‘talcen back’ (tawil) to the level on which its true meaning is manifest” 
(Corbin 1993:45). The bd tin (esoteric) and zdhir (exoteric) meanings of the Qur'an have 
also been identified with the concept of tawTl (spiritual exegesis) and tanzil (descent of 
revelation) respectively. Thus tawil is the act of uncovering the bdtin from the zdhir. Such 
a task is not within the competence of an ordinary human being. Its discernment 
requires someone who is an Inspired spiritual heir possessing full knowledge of revela¬ 
tion. He is the hajjat Alldh, the “proof of God”, and the Imam, the spiritual guide who 
can update the interpretation of the Qur'an in accord with his own time. Henry Corbin 
observes: “Hence, the ta'wfl is pre-eminently the hermeneutics of symbols.. . . Ta'wTl 
presupposes the superimposition of worlds and interworlds, as the correlative basis for 
a plurality of meanings in the same text” (Corbin 1977: 53-4). Thus, each layer of 
meanings corresponds to a respective spiritual level in the hierarchy. 

The ShTites believe in many layers of meanings hidden in the Qur'an which 
they try to uncover through ta’wll. The word ta’wll in Arabic means to go back to the 
first, primary meaning. In the tafsir literature of Sunni Islam the words tafsir and 
ta'wll are used almost synonymously. But, for the Shi'ites, both have distinct meanings. 
Tafsir refers to the manifest meaning of the Qur'an; ta'wli designates its hidden 
meaning. Tafsir remained a term of more limited denotation while ta'wll, based on 
intellect {"aql), connoted hermeneutical principles that sought to uncover deeper 
meanings. 

The main principle of ShiT exegesis is based on the fact that “the Qur'an has an 
outer dimension (zdhir) and an inner dimension (bdtin); its inner dimension has yet 
another dimension, up to seven inner dimensions” ('Tabataba'1198 7: 28; Ayoub 1988: 
187). Thus each verse of the Qur'an is subject to several levels of interpretation. As 
Imam JaTar al-Sadiq explains, “the beginning of a verse may be sent down concerning 
one thing, its middle concerning another, and its end concerning yet another thing. 
[The Qur'an] is constituted by speech which is closely connected and executed in 
various ways” (al-‘AyyashI n.d.: I, 11; Ayoub 1988: 187). 

To the spiritual hierarchy in ShTism corresponds different degrees of knowledge. 
Hence, Imam JaTar al-Sadiq, is reported to have said: 

The book of God contains four things: the announced expression (‘ibdra); the allusion 
(ishdra); the hidden meaning related to the suprasensihle worlds (lata if); and the spiritual 
truths (haqaiq). The literary expression is for the common people ('awamm); the allusion 
is for the elite (khawdss); the hidden meaning is for the Friends of God (awliya); and the 
spiritual truths are for the Prophets (anbiya). (Nasr 1994; 59) 

JaTar al-Sadiq explains that the Imam is the Interpreter par excellence of all scriptures: 
“God made our authority (waldya) the pole (qutb) of the Qur'an and the pole of all 
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scriptures. Around it the clear (muhkam) verses of the Qur'an revolve; through it scrip¬ 
tures were elucidated and through it faith becomes manifest” (al-‘AyyashI n.d.: I, 5; 
Ayoub 1988: 181). Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq is said to have declared: “We are the people of 
a household among whom God continues to send one who knows His book from its 
beginning to its ends. We possess such knowledge of God’s sanctions and prohibitions 
as would oblige to keep its secret, not telling anyone about it” (al-‘AyyashT n.d.: I, 16: 
Ayoub 1988: 187). 

Haydar AmulT, a Twelver Shl'ite of the eight/fourteenth century, uses the symbol of 
almond to illustrate different levels in the spiritual hierarchy. The legislative prophecy 
(risalfl) is symbolized by the nutshell, the inner prophecy {nubuwwa) by the almond, 
and the institution of God’s friends (walaya) by the almond’s oil. This division in three 
parts corresponds to two homologous series: sharTa (“religious law”), tariqa (“mystical 
path”), haqiqa (“spiritual realization”) and the second: zahir (“exoteric meaning”), batin 
(“esoteric meaning”) and batin al-batin (“inner meaning of the esoteric meaning”). Thus 
the knowledge of the deepest meanings of the Qur'an is the prerogative of God’s friends, 
that is, the Imams (AmulT 1969: 386). 

The Qur'an is a divine revelation, but its interpretation is human, hence there have 
been different interpretations. The differences in interpretation began shortly after the 
death of Muhammad. Different companions of the prophet began to differ from each 
other and with the passage of time these differences also deepened in their scope. Also, 
many groups came into existence in the early period of Islam and every group tried to 
justify its doctrine by interpreting the Qur'an. The formation and doctrinal differences 
have been dealt with in various books such as Kitdb Firaq al-Shia (“Book of ShiT 
Groups”) of al-Hasan b. Musa al-NawbakhtI (d. ca. 310/923), Al-Farq bayn al-firaq (“The 
Schism between Muslim Groups”) of ‘Abd al-Qahir b. Tahir al-BaghdadI (d. 429/103 7), 
and others. Each of these groups tried to interpret various Qur'anic verses in their own 
way. The ShiTtes also subsequently divided into a number of subgroups, the main divi¬ 
sion being between Ithna ‘ashariyya (Twelver Shl'ites) and IsmaTlIs. 

The Sunnis differ greatly from the Shl'ites in their understanding and interpretation 
of the Qur'an. This is why the Sunni corpus of traditions (hadlth) developed separately 
from that of Shl'ites. The Sunnis and Shl'ites differ on the interpretation of this verse: 

He it is who has sent down to thee the book. In it are verses basic or fundamental [of estab¬ 
lished meaning] (muhkamdt); they are the “foundation of the book” (umm al-kitab); others 
are allegorical (mutashdbihdt). But those in whose hearts is perversity follow the part 
thereof that is allegorical, seeking discord, and searching for its hidden meanings, but no 
one knows its hidden meaning (tawll) except God. And those who are “firmly grounded 
in knowledge” (al-rasikhm fl ’l-‘ilm) say; “We believe in the book; the whole of it is from 
our Lord.” (Q 3:7) 

For Sunnis, God alone knows the ta'wll. The Shl'ites read the verse differently by not 
reading the text with a period after “except God” and believe that the knowledge of 
tfl'wil is possessed by God and al-rdsikhm fi’l-Hlm, that is, the Shi'i Imams. Hence it is 
clear from the above verse that there are many passages from the Qur'an which are 
subject to different interpretations. 
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Early Debates on the Qur’an 

This section gives a short survey on the origins of SunnI-ShiT controversies on the 
integrity of the Qur'anic text. The development of these debates in the first Islamic cen¬ 
turies represents an interesting example of how ideas evolved in the early period 
through disputes, as well as contacts between various schools of thought (Modarressi 
1993). The maj or issue in these debates was whether the 'Uthmanic text comprehended 
all the Qur'anic verses revealed to Muhammad, or whether there had been further 
verses which are now missing from the text. 

At the end of the reign of the third caliph ‘Uthman (d. 35/656), it became evident 
to some members of the community that there were too many variations in the mem¬ 
orized texts. In 12/634, many of the memorizers (qurra) of the Qur'an lost their lives 
in a battle against a rival community at Yamama in Arabia (al-Ya‘qubI 1960: II, 15; al- 
Tabari 1960: III, 296; Ibn Kathir 1966: VII, 439). Fearing that the complete Qur an 
would be lost, the first caliph Abu Bakr asked ‘Umar and Zayd b. Thabit to record any 
verse or part of the revelation that at least two witnesses testified at the entrance of the 
mosque in Medina. All of the material gathered was recorded on sheets of paper (al- 
Ya'qubl 1960: II, 135; al-SuyutI 1967:1, 185, 207, 208), but was not yet compiled as 
a volume. These sheets were transmitted from Abu Bakr and ‘Umar to ‘Umar’s daugh¬ 
ter Hafsa who gave them to ‘Uthman who had them put together in the form of a 
volume. ‘Uthman sent several copies of his compilation to different parts of the Muslim 
world and he then ordered that any other collections or verses of the Qur'an found 
anywhere else be burned (al-Bukharl 1862-1908: III, 393-4; al-TirmidhI 1964: IV 
347-8: al-BayhaqI 1985: VII, 150-1). 

According to many early transmitted reports, ‘All wrote his own compilation of the 
Qur'an (Ibn Sa‘d 1904-15: II, 338; al-Ya‘qubI 1960: II, 135; Ibn al-Nadlm 1971: 30; 
al-Suyuti 1967:1, 204, 248; al-Kulaynl 1957-9: VIII, 18) and presented it to the com¬ 
panions: but they rejected it, so he took it back home (Sulaym n.d.: 72,108; al-Kulayni 
1957-9: II, 633; al-Ya‘qubI 1960: II, 135-6). These reports also pointed out that there 
were substantial differences between the various compilations of the Qur'an. The only 
copy of the complete Qur'an with verses proclaiming the exalted status of ‘All and the 
future Imams, was in ‘All’s possession. ‘All, known for his vast knowledge of the Qur'an 
(Ibn Sa‘d 1904-15:1, 204), preserved this original copy and passed it on his succes¬ 
sors. In his codex of the Qur'an he had reportedly indicated the verses which were abro¬ 
gated, and those which abrogated them (al-SuyutI 1967:1, 204). 

The Shn community learned early on that to express their beliefs openly was fruit¬ 
less. This only caused their community to be persecuted. Hence they started to practice 
taqiyya (religious dissimulation), which allows a ShTite to deny his or her faith under 
dangerous conditions. In doing so, believers retain their allegiance to ShUism while pre¬ 
senting an orthodox face to the oppressors. This applies to Quranic interpretations as 
well. The ShTites were practicing taqiyya to prevent revealing esoteric interpretations 
to Sunni Muslims who do not accept them. Thus taqiyya also means keeping the 
bdtin secret. 

The ‘Uthmanic Qur'an did not put an end to any future variations in reading. Since 
the science of Arabic orthography was still primitive, variations remained possible. The 
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'Uthmanic text contained limited vowel markings or none at all, and the shapes of 
several consonants were similar, both of which allowed for a great variety of readings. 
These readings could lead to different interpretations. For example, the Arabic word ‘all, 
could be taken either to be a simple adjective signifying “exalted,” or to refer to the 
person of 'All and his special role as successor of the prophet. Later in the fourth/tenth 
century, a limited number of variations were selected and canonized. 

Unfortunately, it seems that what the variant texts were and how much they varied 
will most probably never be discovered. This ambiguity gave space to the most heated 
debate about the Shl'i Qur'an, both by Muslim scholars and by Western scholars. In 
May 1842, Garcin de Tassy edited in the Journal Asiatique the text and translation of an 
unlmown chapter of the Qur'an entitled “Siira of the two lights” (sitat al-nurayn), the 
“two lights” referring respectively to Muhammad and ‘All. Most scholars who 
commented on this siira were uncertain of its origins (Ehash 1966: 125; 1969: 17). 
However this concept of “two lights” is developed by Shl'ites who distinguished between 
the “light of the imama’’ and the “light of prophecy.” 

St. Clair Tisdall discovered a manuscript of the Qur'an in India in 1912 that 
appeared to be about three hundred years old (Tisdall 1913: 228). In this manuscript 
he found a previously unlmown siira that was not part of the ‘Uthmanic Qur'an, as well 
as a few verses which were unique to this manuscript. The “Sita of divine friendship” 
(siirat al-walaya) contained seven verses which mentioned ‘All as wall (“friend”) of God 
as well as the spiritual heir of the prophet, which Tisdall translated along with few 
“new” verses, in The Moslem World in 1913. Tisdall could not prove the authenticity 
of any of these additional chapters, and nor could von Grunebaum (1961: 80) who 
examined them later. 

Meir M. Bar-Asher gave a complete overview of the topic in an article published in 
1993 entitled “Variant Readings and Additions of the Imami-ShI‘I to the Qur'an.” 
Arthur Jeffrey had already catalogued many of variant readings in his Materials for the 
History of the Text of the Qur'an (1937). Thus Bar-Asher decided to catalogue all of those 
that Jeffrey did not list and then selected only those variants that were relevant to 
Shl‘ism (Bar-Asher 1993: 80). He examined the ShI‘I variant readings of the Qur'an, 
the nature of the variations, and their difference from the ‘Uthmanic compilation. 
Bar-Asher divided the variants into four types. First are minor alterations of words by 
exchanging or adding letters or vowel markings. This is the most common type of 
variant. Second is the exchange of one word for another, such as imam for umma (com¬ 
munity). Third is the rearrangement of word order: this type of variant is the one most 
commonly accepted by ShTites. The ShTites of the first four Muslim centuries believed 
that ‘Uthman excised significant segments from the original Qur'an and thus the fourth 
type of variant concerns some words that were omitted intentionally by ‘Uthman such 
as references to ‘All and the imama (Bar-Asher 1993: 47). Today, the majority of 
Twelver ShTites affirm that the ‘Uthmanic edition preserves the entire text, but in the 
wrong order. This, to them, explains why the narrative of the Qur'an does not always 
flow smoothly. 

There are two primary types of ShI‘I exegeses. First, in an analytic approach, the 
exegete deals with the Qur'an verse-by-verse, in accordance with their compiled 
sequence. The exegete analyzes the text referring to literal meanings, traditions, or 
other verses in the Qur'an that have some meaning in common with the verse under 
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study while taking into consideration the context in which the text occurs. Analytic 
exegesis was the most popular approach used for many centuries by the traditionalists. 
In fact, hadith remained the prime basis of exegesis for a long period of time. These tra¬ 
ditions of the prophet and the Imams were often replies to questions asked by the 
general populace. Second, a thematic approach seeks to study the Qur'an by taking up 
one particular theme within the various theological, social, and cosmological contexts. 
It studies and discusses, for example, the doctrine of tawhid (“unicity of God”), the 
concept of prophethood, or the notion of creation in the Qur'an. Both types of exege¬ 
ses are complementary and may be combined. The thematic approach prevailed in 
jurisprudence (flqh), while the analytic approach was common in Qur'anic studies. 

Some of the most sophisticated esoteric theosophy was developed during the imdma 
of Muhammad al-Baqir (d. ca. 114/714) and Ja'far al-Sadiq (d. 148/765) (see Nwyia 
1968). It was also during this time that esoteric theories about the Qur'an became 
manifest, and thus so did the assertions that the 'Uthmanic Qur'an was incomplete. 
The revealed text alone is a “silent Qur'an,” in contrast with the Imams, who were the 
“spealdng Qur'an” (Ayoub 1988: 184f.). It was during this time that a split occurred 
between Twelver ShT'ites and IsmaTlis. There are many differences between Twelver 
Shl'ism and Isma'Ilism even if they share a common ground: these differences were 
minute at the beginning but they became deeper when the twelfth Imam went into 
occultation (ghayba) in the ninth century. The Twelver theology changed gradually in 
the absence of the direct guidance of the Imam and developed justifications for the 
concept of ghayba. 


Early Exegetes 

The Ithna ‘ashariyya and the IsmaTlis maintain that JaTar al-Sadiq appointed by des¬ 
ignation (nass) his eldest son IsmaTl as successor. But according to the Twelver ShlT 
understanding, IsmaTl died prematurely, so JaTar designated another son, Musa al- 
Kazim, as Imam. In Twelver ShlTsm, the chain of imdma stopped with the seclusion of 
the twelfth Imam who will reappear at the end of time. There are mainly two theolog¬ 
ical schools within Twelver ShlTsm: the Akhbarl and the Usull. The Usull school gives 
more power to the mujtahid (“the one who exerts ijtihdd, independent judgment”) who 
is freer to exercise his individual reasoning. The Akhbarl school interprets the Qur'an 
mainly through reliance upon traditions ascribed to the Imams. In this respect, the 
sacred text is seen through the views and charisma of the prophet and the Imams 
(Lawson 1993: 173-210). 

The Qur'an is maintained in a well-guarded tablet {al-lawh al-mahfuz) which has a 
power on earth described as being beyond what a hard mountain can bear. It is a source 
of healing and blessing for the people. According to ‘All b. Ibrahim al-QummI (d. ca. 
307/920), the author of a Shl'I tafsir, the Imam, manifestation of God’s light, shares 
these eternal qualities with the Qur'an because he was with it before the creation. The 
Imam is seen as the purpose of creation; God created all creatures in order to worship 
Him. The only way to worship God is through the Imam; God has appointed him, 
because he is the only one who can give the right Qur'anic interpretation. He is the 
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source of guidance par excellence and can transfer the necessary knowledge to increase 
the faith of his disciples (al-Qumml 1386:1, 18-19; Ayoub 1988: 180). 

Following the occultation of the twelfth Imam, everything changed. The Twelver 
ShiT community no longer had access to the direct guidance of their Imam, and, aside 
from the abwab (agents of the “hidden Imam”) and the "ulama (religious scholars); their 
only source of guidance was the 'Uthmanic Qur'an (Momen 1985:189f.). As has been 
mentioned, the Twelver Shl'ites believe that the canonical recension is partly incom¬ 
plete and disorganized. Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq is reported to have said: “Had the Qur'an 
been read as it was sent down, you should have found us named in it” (aI-‘Ayyashl n.d.: 
1,13; Ayoub 1988:183). Thi s saying may allude to the ahl al-bayt (‘All, Fatima, Hasan, 
and Husayn) who were alive during the lifetime of the prophet. But since the Twelfth 
Imam went Into occultation, the ShTites seem to have relied further on the principle of 
taqiyya by accepting outwardly the ‘Uthmanic Qur'an, It seems unldcely that ShT‘ites 
could ever fully accept the Sunni Qur'an, for their very affiliation with Shr‘ism requires 
that they hold that Muhammad had explicitly designated ‘All to succeed him. The 
Sunni traditions and Qur'an (according to Sunni interpretation) do not include such 
proofs. Bar-Asher explains this ambivalence of ShTites who remain convinced of their 
ShTl faith but, because of the constant fear of persecution, decided to adopt the Sunni 
Qur'an (Bar-Asher 1993: 46). 

The Imam is stUl among the community even while being hidden and not interact¬ 
ing with the world: his presence supports the very existence of the world (Amir-Moezzi 
1994:125). He and he alone is the sole being who fully understands the Qur'an. When 
the twelfth Imam entered the state of occultation, the ShTl community lost its contact 
with not just the Imam but with the true Qur'an as well. They are waiting for the Mahdl 
to bring the original text of the Qur'an back when he manifests himself at the end 
of time. 

The ShTl commentators in their study of a Qur'anic verse viewed the explanations 
given by Muhammad as indications of the meaning of the verse; they did not accept 
the companions as infallible transmitters of the sayings of Muhammad. The ShTites 
only recognized as valid an unbroken chain of narration from the prophet through his 
direct descendants. Accordingly, they restricted themselves as to the use of traditions 
transmitted by the prophet and the Imams. This has given rise to the following 
sub-groups. 

The first group comprises those who have learned these traditions from the prophet 
and from the Imams. Zurara b. A‘yun (second/eighth century), Muhammad b. Muslim 
b. Riyya al-Ta'ifI (second/eighth century), Ma‘ruf b. Kharbudh (second/eighth century) 
and Jarir (second/eighth century) who were companions of the Imam Muhammad al- 
Baqir and Imam Ja‘far al-Sadiq were part of the first group. Their original tafsir works 
have not come down to us but their traditions were preserved by the next group. 

The second group is composed of the first compilers of the commentaries such as 
Furat b. Ibrahim al-KufI (third/ninth century), Abti Hamza al-Thumall, Muhammad 
al-‘AyyashI (d. ca, 319/932), ‘All b. Ibrahim al-QummI (d. ca. 307/919-20) and 
Muhammad aI-Nu‘manI (d. 3 60/9 71) all of whom lived between the second and fourth 
centuries after hijra. They avoided any kind of ijtihad (independent judgment). During 
their lifetime, the Imams were available for questioning on matters of commentary 
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(Tabataba'1 1987: 50-1). Furat was an authority on ShFi traditions during the imama 
of Imam Muhammad al-Jawad. AI-‘AyyashI was a Sunni scholar who accepted the 
Ja'farl legal school. Al-QummI transmitted traditions which came from his father who 
heard them from the Imams’ disciples. Al-Nu‘manT was a student of al-Kulaynl (d. ca. 
329/940-1) who compiled a canonical collection of Shl'I traditions entitled al-Kafifi 
‘Urn al-din (“The Sufficient in the Science of Religion”). His work on tafsir is reproduced 
in the Bihar al-anwar (“Oceans of Lights”) of Muhammad Baqir al-MajlisI (d. 1111/ 
1699). This second group simply compiled traditions without giving their own com¬ 
ments (Ayoub 1988: 184-5). 


Medieval Exegetes 

The third group encompasses masters of various sciences such as al-Sharlf al-RadI (d. 
405/1015) who wrote a commentary concerned with Qur'anic language, his brother 
al-Sayyid al-Murtada (d. 436/1044), Abu Ja'far al-TusI (d. 460/1067), a student of al- 
Murtada who composed a commentary focusing on metaphysics, his disciple who was 
'All T-Fadl al-TabarsI (d. 548/1153) who, in his Majma" al-hayan fi tafsir al-Qur’an 
(“Collection of Elucidation in the Exegesis of the Qur'an”), covers different fields of lan¬ 
guage, grammar, Qur'anic recitation, traditions, death, and after-life. We may notice a 
shift in Twelver Shl'I thought among members of this group who started to reject 
earlier Shl'I claims about the incompleteness of the 'Uthmanic Qur'an. Qther impor¬ 
tant commentators belonging to this group are: Sadr al-DIn al-ShlrazI (d. 1050/1640) 
who wrote philosophic works, the gnostic commentary of al-MaybudI al-KunabadI 
and 'Abd'AlI al-HuwayzI (d. 1112/1700) whose commentary is called Nur al-thaqalayn 
(“Light of the Two Momentous Things”). Hashim al-BahranI (d. 1107/1695) com¬ 
posed the commentary al-Burhdn (“The Proof”) and Muhsin al-Eayd al-KashanI (d. 
1091/1680) compiled the work known as Tafsir al-Safi (“Exegesis of the Sincere 
Eriend”) (Ihbataba'1 1987: 51: Ayoub 1988: 185). 

Shaykh al-MufId (d. 413/1022) was born in 'Ukbara in Iraq. The Buyids were in 
power and there was a blossoming of Shl'I scholarship in Baghdad where Shaykh 
al-MuEd went to study. Shaykh al-MuEd explains in Kitdb al-irshdd (“The Book of 
Guidance”) that God refers to 'All in using the term wall (friend) in Q 5:55 (al-Mufid 
1981: 3). According to a hadith, the prophet said: “You ('All) are in the same position 
with respect to me as Aaron was to Moses except that there is no prophet after me:” 
therefore, Shaykh al-MuEd applies to 'All all the Qur'anic verses (see, e.g., Q 20:29-36) 
describing the function of Aaron. 'All and Aaron have a share in prophecy and their 
role is to help the prophet deliver the message and to deputize on behalf of the prophet 
(al-Mufidl981: 3). 

Then al-MuEd enumerates numerous traditions showing the outstanding merit of 
'All over everybody in religious Imowledge. 

The prophet said: “I am the city of knowledge and ‘All is its gate. Therefore whoever wants 
knowledge should learn it from ‘All.” When the pledge of allegiance was made to the com¬ 
mander of the faithful [‘All] for the caliphate, he went out to the mosque wearing the 
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turban and cloak of the apostle of God.. . . Then he said: “Question me before you lose me. 
Question me, for I have the knowledge of those who came earlier and those who wUl come 
later. If the cushion [on which a judge sits] was folded for me [to sit on], I could give judge¬ 
ments to the people of the Torah by their Torah, to the people of the Gospels by their 
Gospels, to the people of their Psalms hy their Psalms and to the people of the Furqan [i.e. 
Qur’an] by their Furqan, so that each one of these hooks will be fulfilled and will declare, 

‘Q Lord, indeed ‘Ali has given judgement according to Your decree.’ By God, I know the 
Qur’an and its interpretation [better] then anyone who claims knowledge of it. If it were 
not for one verse in the hook of God, most High, I would he able to inform you of what will 
be until the day of resurrection.” Then he said: “Question me before you lose me, for by 
Him who split the seed and brought the soul into being, if you questioned me about [it] 
verse-by-verse, I would tell you of the time of its revelation and why it was revealed, I would 
inform of the abrogating [verse] and the abrogated, of the specific and general, the clearly 
defined and the ambiguous, of the Meccan and the Medinan. By God, there is not a party 
who can lead astray or guide until the day of resurrection, without me knowing its leader, 
the one who drives it forward and the one who urges it on.” (al-Mufid 1981: 21-2) 

AI-MulTd concludes that there are numerous reports similar to this one but that he 
chooses to report only few examples. 

‘Allama al-Hilll (d. 726/1325), known as Ibn al-Mutahhar, was a Shl‘1 theologian 
who lived during the Il-khanid dynasty, the descendants of Hulagu. In one of his books, 
al-Bab al-hadi ashar {“A Treatise on the Principles of ShiT Theology”), he explains that 
all the arguments proving that prophecy is necessary are relevant for the imama. Since 
the imama is the successor (khilafa) of prophecy and stands in its place, the Imam must 
be impeccable: if that were not so, the command to do what is approved by Allah and 
the prohibition against what is disapproved would cease to be obligatory, and that is 
impossible. Since he is the guardian of the law, the Imam must be impeccable to pre¬ 
serve the law from addition or loss. The Imam must be impeccable because he cannot 
be unjust, since God said, “My covenant embraced not the evildoers” (Q 3:112) and “0 
you who believe! Obey God, and obey the apostles, and those charged with authority 
among you” (Q 4:59). He argues that “those charged with authority among you” could 
be either impeccable or not: however, the second possibility must be false, since God 
cannot ordain obedience to one for whom error is possible. Hence the first option be 
true. Further, it must refer to ‘All and his descendants since impeccability was not 
claimed by anyone else (al-Hilll 1958: 64-5, 68, 76). 


Modern Exegetes 

The modern contemporary trend in tafsir may be illustrated in the thought of 
Muhammad Husayn al-TabatabaT (1321/1904-1402/1981) and of al-Sayyid Abu ’1- 
Qasim al-KhuT (1899-1992) who wrote Bayan ji tafsir al-Qur’an (“Elucidation in the 
Exegesis of the Qur’an”). Al-Tabataba’I was one of the great masters of Qur’anic com¬ 
mentary, Islamic philosophy and gnosis (‘ir/aa). His thought gives a good illustration of 
the attitudes toward the Qur’an adopted by many Twelver Shl'ites presently. He is the 
author of a Qur’anic commentary entitled al-Mizanfi tafsir al-Qur’an (“The Balance in 
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the Exegesis of the Qur'an”), which consists of some twenty-seven volumes written in 
Arabic. This immense commentary is based on the principle of using one part of the 
Qur'an to elucidate other parts. 

Al-Tabataba'I is also the author of another work written in Persian, entitled Qur'an 
dar Islam, translated into English under the title of The Quran in Islam, which gives an 
introduction to the study of the Qur'an as traditionally understood by the mainstream 
of ShTT thought. He also discusses the ShlT attitude towards the Qur'an in his book 
Shiite Islam, Al-Tabataba'I affirms that the Qur'an “never uses enigmatic or puzzling 
methods of exposition and always expounds any subject in a language suitable for that 
subject” (Tabataba'11975: 99). According to him, the Qur'an is perfect and shows man 
the way to realize his goal on earth in the most complete terms. It gives a way of cor¬ 
rectly viewing the universe and a correct manner of behavior (Tabataba'I 1987: 26). 
The Qur'an is endowed with an eternal quality, which proves that its validity is not 
restricted to a particular time or place; since it is perfect, it does not need anything else 
to be completed. This attitude toward the Qur'an is not basically different from the 
Sunni position. 

Al-Tabataba'I refers also to Q 3:7 already quoted at the beginning of this chapter. 
For him, the muhkamdt verses of the Qur'an are explicit, clear, unambiguous, and safe 
from misinterpretation. The mutashdbihdt verses are implicit and allegorical. It is the 
duty of aU sincere Muslims to believe in and act according to the muhkamdt verses. It 
is also their duty to believe in the mutashdbihdt verses but they must abstain from acting 
upon them, because it is only those who are not sincere Muslims who follow the 
mutashdbihdt verses, fabricating interpretations to deceive common people. The ShTites 
also maintain that the believer must seek knowledge of the mutashdbihdt verses from 
God, the prophet, and the Imams. There is no verse whose meaning is totally obscure 
since the Qur'an describes itself as a light and a source of guidance for humanity. 
Thus, there are no verses in the Qur'an which fail to reveal their meaning (Ihbataba'I 
1987: 33-4). According to al-lhbataba'I, all verses of the Qur'an may reveal their true 
meaning to ordinary human beings. It is clear from the different maxims of the Imams 
that there is always a way to discover the real meaning of the implicit verses. Each verse, 
even the ones with implicit meaning, can be explained by reference to other verses. 
Hence the real meaning of the allegorical verses can be found in relation to the explicit 
verses.'AlI is reported to have said that one part of the Qur'an bears witness to another 
and clarifies the other (Thbataba'1 1987: 36-7). 

Conclusion 

Shn interpretations of the Qur'an concern mainly issues of authority within which 
the concept of imdma is paramount. For the ShTites, Muhammad explicitly designated 
‘All as his successor at Ghadir Khumm by God’s command. The prophet left behind him 
two momentous things: the Qur'an and the people of his household; both are needed 
in order to remain on the right path. Since Muhammad was the last prophet who closed 
the prophetic cycle, the ShTites believe that humanity still needs spiritual guidance: the 
cycle of imdma must succeed to the cycle of prophecy. Imdma is a cardinal principle of 
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Shr‘1 faith since it is only through the that true knowledge can be obtained. The 
Imam, the manifestation of God’s light, shares these eternal qualities with the Qur'an 
because he was with it before the creation. The Imam encapsulates the purpose of cre¬ 
ation and it is only through him that it is possible to worship God. Muhammad received 
the revelation and established the religious law while ‘All, the repository of the 
prophet’s Imowledge, provided its spiritual exegesis. The main principle of ShiT exege¬ 
sis is based on the fact that the Qur'an has an outer dimension and an inner dimen¬ 
sion which has up to seven inner dimensions. 

Today the majority of Twelver ShTites affirm that the 'Uthmanic edition preserves 
the entire text in the Qur'an, but in the wrong order in some places. The Shl'ites of the 
first four hijn centuries maintained that 'Uthman excised significant verses from 
the original Qur'an. Following the occultation of the Twelfth Imam, the Twelver ShiT 
community no longer had access to the direct guidance of their Imam, and aside from 
the agents of the hidden Imam and the ‘ulama, their only source of guidance was the 
‘Uthmanic Qur'an. Since the Twelfth Imam went into occultation, the Shi'ites seem to 
have rehed on the principle of taqiyya to a significant extent by accepting outwardly the 
‘Uthmanic Qur'an. 
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CHAPTER 26 


IsmaTlT TaW 

Diana Steigerwald 


This chapter, surveying how the IsmaTlis have interpreted the Qur'an and developed 
their spiritual exegesis, provides an account of the relevant history while not pretend¬ 
ing to be exhaustive. Even when the IsmaTlIs lived in difficult times, they were still 
the champions of bdtin (the “inner meaning” of revelation) because they, especially the 
Nizarl IsmaTlis, remain attached to the necessity of a “speaking” (ndtiq) Qur'an, acces¬ 
sible in this physical world and whose main function is to update the interpretation of 
the Qur'an for the present time. The IsmaTlis maintained the ShTi doctrine of imdma 
which acts as the foundation of the IsmaTlI theosophy: it is based on the necessity of 
a divinely guided and sinless (masmi) Imam. After the death of Muhammad, the Imam 
acts on his behalf to guide the believers in their spiritual and material lives. The 
Imam possesses knowledge (him) and a perfect understanding of the Qur'an as well as 
the religious law {sharTa). 

In the second/eighth century, the ShlT communities, under the leadership of Imam 
Ja'far al-Sadiq, acquired notoriety. The IsmaTlis separated from the rest of the Twelver 
ShlTtes on the death of Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq in 147/765, but the political success of 
the IsmaTlis culminated in the establishment of the Fatimid dynasty in North Africa in 
297/909. There was a dispute over the succession of Imam al-Mustansir bi'llah, after 
his death in 487/1094. Mustansir designated Nizar, his elder son, to succeed him. But 
al-Af4al, commander-in-chief of the army, at the death of al-Mustansir bi'llah, placed 
a younger son of Mustansir, al-MustaTl, who was married to al-Afdal’s sister, on 
the throne. Hence emerged the Nizarl and the Musta'Ii branches of the IsmaTlis. 
Al-MustaTl, was recognized as Imam by the IsmaTlis of Egypt, Yemen, and Western 
India. The IsmaTlis of Persia and Iraq, under the leadership of Hasan-i Sabbah (d. 
518/1124), acknowledged al-Mustansir bi'llah’s eldest son, Nizar (d. 489/1096), as 
their next Imam, 

The IsmaTlis attempted to raise human consciousness to a higher plane; they were 
not at all the Irreligious libertines their adversaries often represented them as. On the 
contrary, they were dedicated to a life of service and self-improvement. Their goal was 
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Figure 26.1 Isma'ili theory of interpretation 


wholly spiritual. Isma'Ilism is neither a philosophy nor a theology, but it is a theosophy 
or “divine wisdom.” The IsmaTlIs built one of the most remarkable speculative systems 
on the basis of the Qur'an, the science of the cosmos, and neo-Platonism. These three 
elements were interwoven to give a rich and coherent worldview. The IsmaTlIs sought 
to understand the cosmos and their place within it. 

IsmaTlr tawTl shares common ground with Sufism. We need to distinguish in 
IsmaTlism two types of tawil. First, the supreme tawil, elucidating the batin - the inte¬ 
rior or hidden meaning - of the batin meaning of the text, is the prerogative of the Imam 
only. Second, there is a lower level of tawil of elucidating the batin which is exercised 
by an individual member of the Isma'TlT mission (da'wa) who will give an interpreta¬ 
tion of the Qur'an corresponding to his own spiritual level. This second type of ta^wil 
resembles Sufi exegesis. The method is called kashf, an “unveiling” to the heart of the 
interpreter, and is dependent upon the master (murshid), the grace of God, and the spir¬ 
itual capacity of the interpreter (see Figure 26.1). 

For Marshall Hodgson (1974:1, 394-5, 400), Sufi exegesis is less allegorical or sym¬ 
bolic than that found in IsmaTlism and focused more on the personal experience that 
words inspire. By searching the inner meaning of the Qur'anic words, the Sufis wanted 
to revive the spiritual states from which the words originated. Their exegesis was accom¬ 
panied with isolation and meditation. For the Sufis, the objective is to seek nearness to 
God through the Qur'an. Although IsmaTlIs are also mystics and they practice medi¬ 
tation, their method of approaching the Qur'an seems to be more intellectual than the 
Sufis. The IsmaTlIs seek to understand the Qur'an by penetrating to the roots, and then 
retrieving and disclosing that which is interior or hidden. This search engages both the 
intellect and the spirit (ruh) in order to discover the truths (haqaiq). Their Qur'anic exe¬ 
gesis is based on the word, letter order, and on calculating the numerical value of 
letters. Each verse of the Qur'an has a surface meaning and several hidden meanings. 

In every cycle of seven days (in the time frame of the celestial realm) an Adam 
is created and the chain of prophethood ends with the last prophet who is in turn 
succeeded by Imams. The cycle of imdma ends with the Qaim al-qiydma (“Lord of the 
resurrection”) who will reveal the ta’wll of previous revelations. The six main speak¬ 
ing-prophets (nutaqa) were accompanied respectively by an Imam (Table 26.1). 

Thus, according to this theory, these cycles will continue until there is no more 
matter in this universe and all matter is transformed into latdfa (“gracefulness,” 
“Idndness”). 
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Table 26.1 The chain of prophethood 


Days 

Prophets 

Imams 


1 

Adam 

Seth 

tanzTl 

2 

Noah 

Shem 

ta'wTl 

3 

Abraham 

Ishmael 

tanzlU ta’wll 

4 

Moses 

Aaron 

tanzil 

5 

Jesus 

Simon Peter 

ta’wll 

6 

Muhammad 

‘All 

tanzil/ta’wll 

7 

- 

Qd’im al-qiydma 

ta'wTl al-ta'wll 


Early Exegetes 

The pre-Fatimid period runs from Imam Isma'Tl (ca. 147/764 or later) to Imam Radi 
T-DIn ‘Abd Allah (d. ca, 268/882). It was a period of satr (“concealment”) in which 
the Imams were mastur (“hidden” from the majority) since their life was endangered. 
This concept of mastur must be differentiated from the Twelver ShlT idea of occultation 
(ghayba) which means that the Mahdl is occulted until the day of resurrection. It was 
in this complex situation that the Treatises of the Ikhwan al-Safa' (the “Brethren of 
Purity”) were written. These works are of great importance in IsmaTlI literature and 
were composed by authors who had a vast knowledge of Hellenic literature and of the 
various sciences existing during that time. These treatises do not, however, present a 
systematic exposition of tawil. 

The Ikhwan al-Safa' divide people in three classes. First, the common people have to 
follow the religious law {sharTa) to improve their character. The second class improves 
their comprehension of religion by studying the Qur'an and the surma, the spoken and 
acted example of Muhammad. This class is gifted with discursive reasoning and is 
capable of ijtihad (independent judgment) in order to arrive at solid proofs. This cate¬ 
gory is subdivided into many spiritual levels. The third class is composed of the elite 
who know the inner (bdtin) and hidden (khafl) meanings of the Qur'an, They are the 
purified ones [mutahharm), that is, the prophets and the Imams, who know the mys¬ 
teries of religion (Rasail Ikhwan al-Safa 1376/1957: III, 504, 511-2), 

The Brethren explain that verses in the Qur'an referring to the throne, to the sight 
and speech of God should not be interpreted literally. Qnly God and the experts of 
Qur'anic interpretation can properly interpret these verses (Rasail Ikhwan al-^fa 
1376/1957: III, 344-5). They also attempted to speculate on the numerical value of 
the Arabic letters (kaf, ha, ya, "ayn, and sad), appearing at the beginning of some 
Qur'anic chapters in order to finally conclude that their meaning should remain a 
secret reserve to a few select servants of God (Rasail Ikhwan al-Safa 1376/1957: 
III, 378-83). They also give a spiritual exegesis of the encounter of Moses, described as 
the Lord of the religious law, with al-Khidr, the master of secrets (Rasail Ikhwan 
al-Safa 1376/1957: III, 509). Concerning the nature of the Qur'an, the Brethren con- 
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sider the actual sounds, words, and letters as makhlvqa (“created”) while the ideas 
or meanings in the mind of God are uncreated (Rasail Ikhwan al-^fa 1376/1957: 
111,517). 


Fatimid Exegetes 

The Fatimid period started with Imam ‘Ubayd Allah (d. 322/934) and ended with Imam 
al-‘Adid (d. 5 6 7/1171). An IsmaTli state was established in Ifriqiyya (Tunisia) and later 
in northern Africa. The University of al-Azhar was founded around 360/970. The 
IsmaTlr theosophy was gradually structured by al-Nasafl (d. 331/942), Abu Hatim 
al-RazI (d. 322/933-4), Abu Ya'qub al-SijistanI (fourth/tenth century), al-QadI al- 
Nu'man (d. 363/974), and others. Later Isma'Ilism received an official form through 
the labors of Hamid al-DIn Kirmani (d. 412/1024) and Nasir-i Khusraw (d. after 
465/1072). Fatimid theosophy is characterized by the preservation of the equilibrium 
between the zdhir and the bdtin. 

Some important books of tawil are the Kitdb al-shawdhid wa ’l-baydn (“The Book of 
Evidences and the Declaration”) and Kitdb al-kashf (“The Book of Unveiling”) ascribed 
to Man^ al-Yaman (d. 302/914), Kitdb aldm al-nubuwwa (“The Book of Signs of 
Prophecy”) of Abu Hatim al-RazI, Tawil al-daaim (“The Spiritual Exegesis of the 
Pillars”) and Asds al-tawll (“The Eoundation of Spiritual Exegesis”) of al-QadI al- 
Nu'man, Kashf al-mahjub (“Unveiling of the Hidden”) and Kitdb al-yandbi (“The Book 
of Sources”) of Abu Ya'qub al-Sijistanl (d. ca. 390/1000), Rdhat al-aql (“The Tran¬ 
quility of Intellect”) of Hamid al-DIn al-KirmanI, and Al-Majdlis (“The Assemblies”) of 
Mu’ayyad fl T-dIn al-ShlrazI (d. 470/1077). 

Mansur al-Yaman (Ibn Hawshab), a famous missionary (dd'I) responsible for the 
spread of Isma'Ilism in Yemen, gives a spiritual exegesis of a verse from siira Yd'-SIn (Q 
36:40), “It is not permitted to the sun to catch up the moon, nor can the night outstrip 
the day: each [just] swims along in [its own] orbit [according to law].” The Imam, in 
the Qur'an, is symbolized by the sun while the hujja (proof of the Imam), a spiritual 
dignitary, is represented by the moon. The Imam usually does not overtake his hujja 
unless he establishes the hidden mission (da‘wat al-bdtin). That night cannot outstrip 
the day signifies that the hidden mission does not overtake the outward mission (da'wdt 
al-zdhir) (Engineer 1980: 56: Engineer cites his own personal manuscript of Kitdb al- 
shawdhid wal-baydn). 

AI-QadI al-Nu'man, a renowned jurist who worked for the first four Eatimid Caliphs, 
in Asas al-tawil, quotes a saying attributed to Imam Ja'far al-Sadiq: “We can speak 
about a word in seven different ways.” When the astounded questioner responded, 
“Seven!” the Imam retorted: “Yes, even seventy. If you ask us more we can increase it 
even more.” Al-Nu'man explains that there are many possible interpretations corre¬ 
sponding to different spiritual rank. The number of interpretations increases as you 
ascend the spiritual hierarchy (al-Nu'man 1960: 27; Poonawala 1988b: 221). 

Al-Nu'man describes in his Tawil al-daaim the hidden meanings of the seven 
da'd’im (pillars) (Engineer, 1980: 55; Engineer cites his own personal manuscript of the 
Ta'wil al-ddaim, 54) - see Table 26.2, 
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Table 26.2 Hidden meaning of the seven pillars 



Spiritual guides 

Pillars of faith 

1 

Adam 

walaya (love, devotion) 

2 

Noah 

tahara (purity) 

3 

Abraham 

salat (prayer) 

4 

Moses 

zakat (almsgiving) 

5 

Jesus 

sawm (fasting) 

6 

Muhammad 

hajj (pilgrimage) 

7 

Imam 

jihad (exertion in the way of God) 


The very first pillar for the IsmaTfis is walaya (love, devotion) to the family of the 
prophet (ahl al-bayt). For al-Nu‘man, each pillar represents a prophet from Adam to 
Muhammad. Adam was the first prophet whose walaya was made obligatory for the 
angels who prostrate before him (Q 2:34). Adam is the first of the prophets and his 
walaya symbolizes the walaya of aU the succeeding prophets and Imams. In Isma'IlI 
theosophy, the second pillar, tahara (“purity”), is associated with the second prophet 
Noah, Noah was sent for the purification of manldnd. Whatever sins were committed 
after Adam’s time, Noah came to purify. The fioodwater during the time of Noah sym¬ 
bolizes purity, as water is needed to purify the body from dirt. The spiritual meaning 
(batin) of water is knowledge of ultimate reality, ‘ilm, which is necessary for spiritual 
purity and ascent. 

The third pillar is prayer, salat, and al-Nu‘man relates it to the prophet Abraham who 
constructed the house of Allah in Mecca, the direction of prayers, qibla, for the Muslims. 
Moses represents zakat (“almsgiving”) since he is the first prophet who is said to have 
asked Pharaoh to purify (tazakka) himself (see Q 79:18). The root of zakat in Arabic is 
related to purification; it is through zakat that one purifies one’s wealth by giving a part 
away to the poor. &wm (“fasting”) is related to the prophet Jesus. It was Mary, the 
mother of Jesus, who said to her people (Q 19:26), “I have vowed a fast to (God) Most 
Gracious, and this day will I enter into no tallc with any human being.” Hence the inner 
meaning of sawm is to keep silent about the b^in. 

Since the pilgrimage (hajj) is the last of those things made obligatory by God, it is 
related to the last prophet Muhammad who first required Muslims to perform the hajj 
to Mecca. The last of the pillars of Islam, jihad (“exertion in the way of God”), is related 
to the seventh Imam in the chain of Imams. The seventh Imam, also called ndtiq 
(“speaker”), reveals part of the esoteric meanings of the Qur'an through his effort 
(jihad) to purify religion. The Qaim al-qiydma, the last of the seventh Imams, will reveal 
the esoteric truth in its entirety and through him the Muslim community (umma) will 
be unified. Thus Muhammad excels over all other prophets by his function in the sense 
that two pillars of Islam - hajj and jihad - have been related to him and his descendants. 

Abu Ya'qub al-SijistanI, a dal of Khurasan, in his Kitdb al-maqdlid (“The Book of 
Keys”) explains clearly the difference between tanzTl (“plain revelation”) and tdwTh 
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Tamil is similar to the raw materials, while the ta’wil resembles the manufactured goods. 
For example, nature produces various types of wood, but unless a craftsman works on 
them and gives them a specific shape, such as a door, a chest or a chair, the wood is not 
worth more than fuel [to be consumed] by the fire. The wood’s worth and benefit become 
manifest only after it receives the craftsman’s craftsmanship. ... Similarly, tamil consists 
of putting things together in words. Beneath those words lie the treasured meanings. It is 
the practitioner of the ta’wll who extracts the intended meaning from each word and puts 
ever 5 Thing in its proper place. This is, then, the difference between the tamll and the ta’wil 
(Al-Sijistani, 52nd iqlld, translated by Poonawala 1988b: 206). 


The function of tawll conies always after tanzTl. The prophet’s role is to bring tanzil 
and the sharVa to the people whereas the function of the successor (was!) is to reveal 
gradually the hidden meanings through tawll. Only the wasi has the Imowledge of 
each thing’s proper place in the hierarchy, which he reveals by the act of ta’wil. 

Al-Sijistani explains that ta'wil is necessary for two categories of Qur’anic verses: 
one, verses with physical objects such as heaven, earth, and mountains, and two, the 
allegorical verses (mutashdbihdt). In chapter 12 of Kitdb al-iftikhdr (“The Book of 
Pride”), al-SijistanI gives some examples such as Q 21:105: “Before this We wrote in 
the Psalms, after the message (given to Moses): ‘My servants, the righteous, should 
inherit the earth’.” This, he suggests, should not be interpreted in the literal sense since 
it is always the tyrants who take the land. The earth on which vegetation grows is a 
source of nourishment for all creatures; therefore its inner meaning is the nourishment 
of the soul (i.e. spiritual knowledge). In another passage, Q 21:104, “The day that We 
roll up the heaven like a scroll rolled up with the writings,” the “heaven” signifies 
the shana which will be abrogated on the judgment day (Poonawala 1988b: 210, 
214-15). 

Nasir-i Khusraw was a h^ajja of Khurasan, although it should be noted that the rank 
of hujja during the Fatimid period is not equivalent to the rank of hujja in Alamut (see 
below) and afterward. In his Shish Fasl (“Six Chapters”), he gives some examples of spir¬ 
itual exegesis (ta’wlJ). He explains that God speaks about the believer in this verse: “Seek 
the forgiveness of your Lord, and turn to Him in repentance: that He may grant you 
enjoyment, good (and true), for a term appointed, and bestow His abounding grace 
on all who abound in merit! But if ye turn away, then I fear for you the penalty of a 
great day” (Q 11:3). Nasir-i Khusraw indicates that the expression “a term appointed” 
signifies that God will guide the believer toward the knowledge of truth when he will 
acknowledge the Lord of the time, that is, the Imam, who is the supreme teacher 
(Nasir-i Khusraw 1949: 36-7). The Qur’an is presented in the form of symbols and 
parables which are beyond the human intellect to unravel its contradictions, if they are 
not clarified by the true Imam (Nasir-i Khusraw 1949: 49-50). 

For Nasir-i Khusraw, the Qur an should be revealed by stages in order for the Imams, 
in their own times, to reveal gradually to the people the inner sense by their ta’wH. This 
is indicated in “[It is] a Qur’an which We have divided (into parts from time to time), 
in order that thou might recite it to men at intervals. We have revealed it by stages” (Q 
17:106; Nasir-i Khusraw 1949: 51-2). He further explains that the manifestation of 
the Qaim-i qiydmat is the purpose of creation. All the prophets previously announced 
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his advent and warned the people about his power, as it is said in Q 78: 1-3: “Con¬ 
cerning what are they disputing? Concerning the great news, about which they cannot 
agree” (Nasir-i Khusraw 1949: 59-60). 


Alamut Exegetes 

The Alamut period extended from Imam Nizar to Imam Rukn al-dln Khurshah. 
The Nizarl IsmaTlI state was established in Alamut by Hasan-i Sabbah (d. 518/1124), 
The sharTa was abolished only during the qiyamat-i qiyamat (“great resurrection”) 
proclaimed by Imam Hasan ‘Ala Dhikrihi al-Salam in 559/1164. According to 
Henry Corbin: 

What the proclamation implied was nothing less than the coming of a pure spiritual Islam, 
freed from all spirit of legalism and of all enslavement to the law, a personal religion of the 
Resurrection which is spiritual birth, in that it makes possible the discovery and the living 
realisation of the spiritual meaning of the Prophetic revelations. (Corbin 1993: 95) 

Alamut theosophy enhanced the value of baUn while considering zahir as an essential 
first step in the initiation. Later, during his imama, Jalal al-DIn Hasan re-established the 
religious law. Alamut was destroyed by the Mongol Hulagu in 654/1256, but Isma'Ilism 
survived in Persia under the cover of Sufism. 

Al-Shahrastanl (d. 548/1153), an influential historian of religions and heresiogra- 
pher who lived during that time, secretly adhered to Nizarl Isma'lUsm. In his Milal (al- 
Shahrastani 1366-75/1947-55: I, 560-2), he takes the position of humfa (plural 
of hanif, those who “adhere to pure monotheism”) against the Qur'anic Sabians on 
the necessity of a human guide gifted with impeccability. In his Nihaya, he insists 
on the fact that the prophet confirms his predecessors while proclaiming his successor 
(al-Shahrastani 1934: 486). He cites a tradition generally quoted by ShTites according 
to which “the earth will never be deprived of an Imam [acting according to] the divine 
command (amr)" (al-ShahrastanI 1934: 478-9). 

In the Mafatih al-asrar (“The Keys of Mysteries”), al-Shahrastanl asserts that 

the people and the awaiting Shi'ites {al-Shfa al-muntazira) do not profess anything except 
an absent and awaited Imam while God has on earth “Honored servants [who] speak not 
before He speaks, and act [in all things] by His command" (Q 21:27). “He chose the ser¬ 
vants as heirs of His book” (Q 35:32). Whoever fights them, fights God: whoever loves 
them, loves God: whoever obeys them, obeys God: whoever prostrates himself before them 
prostrates himself before God. (al-ShahrastanI 1989: I, 121 verso to 122 recto', a similar 
idea is expressed by al-Nu‘man 1956: 38.) 

In most of his writings, al-Shahrastanl demonstrates his fidelity to ‘All and the ahl al- 
bayt. He quotes another well-lmown tradition, in which Muhammad declares: “There 
is one among you who will fight for the [correct] interpretation (tawil) of the Qur’an 
just as I myself fought for its revelation (tanzll); he is the one (‘All) who sews up [my] 
sandal” (al-ShahrastanI 1366-75/1947-55:1, 409-10). 
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In the Majlis, al-Shahrastani clearly distinguishes different spiritual ranks: Moses as 
the judge of sharTa, Khidr as the deputy of the judge of resurrection [qiyama), and ‘All 
as the riser (qaim). Two lights were inherited from Abraham: an apparent light 
(niir-I zMr) and a hidden one {nur-i mastUr). These two lights recall the Shl‘1 concepts 
of nit al-nubuwwa (“light of prophecy”) and nit al-imama (“light of the imdma"). Al- 
Shahrastanl teaches some Isma'IlI concepts such as amr (“command”) versus khalq 
(“creation”), ‘All at the level of the first command, and Hasan as the heir of the reve¬ 
lation. The Majlis lays emphasis on the necessity of a guide belonging to the spiritual 
and physical world. For each spiritual level there is a teacher (al-Shahrastanl 1998: 
95). For al-Shahrastanl, the star, moon, and sun, mentioned in the Qur'an, must be 
interpreted as referring to different ranks in the spiritual hierarchy. The dai (the “sum- 
monser,” symbolized by the star), the hujja (the “proof,” represented by moon), 
and the Imam (symbolized by the sun) are manifest in the world. Al-ShahrastanI 
explains clearly that on the day of resurrection, ‘All will have the function of the riser 
(qaim) who separates those deserving paradise from those deserving hell. The descrip¬ 
tion of ‘All as the qaim has an Isma‘rlr imprint (more particularly Nizarl). Abu 
Ishaq-i Quhistanl (d. 904/1448), a Nizarl Isma‘IlI author, refers to a prophetic tradi¬ 
tion describing ‘All as the qaim. He quotes a hacHth: ‘And Mustafa [Muhammad] 
said that ‘AH b. Abl Talib, may God beautify his countenance, wdl, on the day of 
resurrection, raise the banner of the qiyama single-handed” (Abu Ishaq-i Quhistanl 
1959:40). 

In his Majlis, al-Shahrastanl gives a spiritual exegesis of the initiation of Moses by 
the servant of God as recounted in Q 18:59-82. His understanding of the dynamic evo¬ 
lution of humanity is similar to Isma‘llism in which each prophet opens a new cycle. 
Along with Hasan-i Sabbah, he brings a new understanding of the Nizarl Isma‘lll tra¬ 
dition. In the Alamut period, Moses, who is part of the ephemeral world, corresponds 
to the speaking-prophet at the rank of the universal soul. Qn the other hand, Khidr, 
the hujja, at the rank of the universal intellect, belongs to the eternal world. Al- 
Shahrastanl relates the spiritual evolution of Abraham in the same way as it is related 
by Abu Hatim al-RazI in his Kitdb al-isldh (“The Book of Restoration”) and by al-Qadl 
al-Nu‘man in his Asds al-ta'wil. These Isma‘lli authors relate the initiation of Abraham 
by the dai (the star), then by the hujja (the moon) and finally by the Imam (the sun) 
before reaching the prophetic level (Steigerwald 1997: 294-5). Al-Shahrastanl identi¬ 
fies Khidr as the servant of God who gradually initiates Moses to esoteric truths. Khidr 
helps Moses ascend to the spiritual ranks. The figure of Khidr, in al-Shahrastanl’s 
Majlis, is equivalent to the hujjat-i Imam (“proof of the Imam”), who is a dignitary 
second only in importance to the Imam in Nizarl Isma‘llism. Unlike the speaking- 
prophet, the hujja is infallible; he is similar to the “perfect man” (al-insdn al-kdmil) of 
the Sufis. KhMr is immortal and in possession of an esoteric gnosis beyond time and 
space. In this passage Khidr rebukes Moses: 


Yesterday, today and tomorrow are all temporal: they all pertain to time. And you, of 
course, being a temporally-bound man, a man of “the times”, you pass judgment accord¬ 
ing to “the times”. But I am not a “man of the times”: yesterday, tomorrow, and today to 
me are aU one. Whatever shall come into existence in the future has already occurred for 
me. The t5Tant who “shall come in the future” has already visited me. The infidelity of that 
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child, that is bound to occur, has for me already happened. The wall that shall crumble for 
me has already fallen down. Therefore, I don’t pass judgment according to “the times", 
for the judgment I pass is not a temporal one; it transcends time. You must spend an entire 
year wandering about to find me, whereas I can find you instantaneously, in a single 
moment traveling from East to West. Time and space obey my dictates. I transcend space 
and time, so that all the judgments I pass are not subject to temporal or spatial conditions, 
nor pertain to what is temporal. (al-Shahrastani 1998: 103; unpublished partial English 
translation of Leonard Lewisohn) 


Moses is the judge of religious law while Khidr is the deputy of the judge of resur¬ 
rection (i.e. ‘Air) (al-ShahrastanI 1998: 47, 94). Apparently, on the level of zdhir, the 
actions of Khidr (Khidr tore a ship open to drown its people and he lulled a boy) seem 
to go against the law; but in its inner reality, it is in agreement with it because Khidr 
Imows its deepest meanings. 

In the Mafdtih al-asrdr, al-ShahrastanI presents a spiritual exegesis of the two first 
Qur'anic chapters based on the sayings attributed to the ahl al-bayt. Al-Shahrastani 
praises ‘All and the ahl al-bayt and tells us that the prophet designated his family to 
assemble the Qur'an. Therefore, only the compilation of ‘All was valuable and perfect. 
Al-Shahrastani condemns exegeses based on personal opinions; he explains that some 
verses need the intervention of an authority. The interpretation of the Qur'an belongs 
to ‘Ali and his sucessors. Al-Shahrastani quotes a hacHth of the prophet which says that 
the Qur'an was revealed according to seven letters (huruf) corresponding to seven levels 
of interpretation. He distinguishes between ta’wTl and tafsTr. TafsTr comes bomfassam 
which means “to comment,” but it is also close to safara (“unveil”) in the sense of kashafa 
(“discover, unveil”). All ta’wll is a tafsir, but not all tafsir is ta’wll. Ta’wil means to take 
back the thing to its first meaning. Al-Shahrastani relates the allegorical verses 
(mutashabihat) of the Qur'an to the temporal world while the fundamental 
verses {muhkamdt) of established meaning are referred to the spiritual world (al- 
Shahrastani 1989: 307-8, 310-12; Steigerwald 1997: 70-2). 

Nasir al-Din al-Tusi (d. 676/1274) described his conversion into Isma'ilism in one 
of his works Sayr wa suluk (“Contemplation and Action”). In another work Tasawwurdt, 
he gives a ta’wJl of the seven Isma'ili pillars of Islam which is complementary to the 
one of al-Qadi al-Nu‘man. The shahdda (“profession of faith”) means to recognize God. 
Tahdra (“ritual ablution”) indicates that one has to dissociate himself from established 
religious rules. Namaz (“congregational prayer”) implies preaching the recognition 
of God. Rita (“fasting”) signifies practicing taqiyya (“precautionary dissimulation”), 
meaning that one should not reveal esoteric meanings of the Qur'an to those who are 
unable to understand them. Zakdt (“religious obligatory alms”) means to impart 
to others what God has given to us. Hajj (“pilgrimage”) symbolizes giving up the attach¬ 
ment to this material world and look for the eternal realm. The seventh pillar jihad 
(“exertion for a religious cause”) means to seek annihilation of oneself in God (al-TusI 
1950: 106). 

Abu Ishaq-i Quhistanl, a NIzarl Isma'IlI da I who lived during the imdma of Imam 
Mustansir bi'Uah II (d. 885/1480), explains that the wasi, the successor of the prophet, 
gives knowledge to everyone according to his capacity. To those who accept only the 
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plain revelation (tanzll), he speaks in the line of tanzil, and to those who accept the 
tawll, he reveals its inner meanings. The function of ‘All was to bring his community 
from a state of being lost in the letter of religious law to a world of truth (Abu Ishaq-i 
Quhistanl 1959: 31-2). For Abu fshaq-i Quhistanl, the one who understands the mys¬ 
teries of the religious law has attained the truth. Those who know the Imam, have 
reached a state of “permanent prayer” as they are mentioned in this Qur'anic passage: 
“Those who remain steadfast to their prayer” (Q 70:13). The outward injunction does 
not apply to them. Another verse of the Qur’an mentioned is: “Within it shall be mercy, 
and outside and before it is torment” (Q 57:13). Therefore, those who know the inner 
meanings of the religious law {sharTa) pertain to the world of mercy. For Abu Ishaq-i 
Quhistanl, the physical body is the grave and the injunctions of the sharTa are the tor¬ 
ments of the grave reserved for those who are attached exclusively to the letter of sharT a 
(Abu Ishaq-i Quhistanl 1959: 53). 

Mustansir bi’llah II (d. 885/1480), a Nizarl Imam, in his Pandiyat-i Jawan mardd 
(‘Advices of Manliness”) gives instruction to his followers: 

If a man does not recognize the Imam of his time, does not accept him as such, treats his 
orders as already contained in the plain commandments of the sharT a, ascertains from the 
ordinary theologians the indications of the Qur’an and the various hadiths concerning 
the institution of imdma, and if he acts according to the theologians’ opinion, all his pious 
acts wiU he fruitless. . . . This is because the correct meaning of the Qur’an and hadiths is 
only with the Imam. The prophet, peace be upon him, himself said that whoever accepted 
his progeny and the book of God as his guidance would never be lost. The expression “my 
progeny” refers to the Imam, according to the words of the Q 3:30: “.. . my progeny, one 
following the other.” But the Imam can only be recognized with the help of another Imam, 
being the person whom the Imam appoints to that office from amongst his own progeny. 
Only he will be the Imam, no one else. Ordinary mortals cannot appoint any one as their 
Imam. (Mustansir bi’llah II 1953: 48-9) 

Hence Imam Mustansir bi’llah II clearly states the necessity to accept the Qur’an and 
the “Imam of the time” as the only one who knows the inner and deepest Qur’anic 
meanings. 

Ginanic Exegetes 

The Ginanic period began with Imam Shams al-DIn Muhammad (d. ca. 720/1320) and 
ended with Imam Khalil Allah III (d. 1233/1818). The PIrs started to preach in north¬ 
ern India around the end of the thirteenth century. The PIr (hujja), at the spiritual level 
of the “universal intellect,” is the second most important dignitary after the Imam in 
the spiritual hierarchy. The most important PIrs were PIr Shams (d. ca. mid¬ 
eighth/fourteenth century), PIr Sadr al-DIn (d. end eighth/fourteenth century), and PIr 
Hasan Kabir al-DIn (d. end ninth/fifteenth century). The PIrs composed Gindns (mysti¬ 
cal odes) which give an esoteric Interpretation of the Qur’an and contain moral and 
religious instructions leading to the sat panth (“true path” or al-sirdt al-mustaqJm). The 
Gindns are “anagogic” in nature because they can create a tapestry of multi-leveled 
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meanings. According to Agha Khan III (d. 1376/1957), those who rejected the Qur'an 
of ‘All will remain ignorant of its real content until the judgment day (Agha Khan III 
1950:1, 63-4, guidance delivered on December 31, 1893). He describes the revealed 
book, the Qur'an, as containing ten extra parts for which Plr Sadr al-DIn has given 
explanations in his Ginans (Agha Khan III 1950: I, 81, guidance delivered on July 
1, 1899). 

Qne of the major themes developed in the Ginans is the mystical quest of spiritual 
Imowledge through the reminiscence {dhikr) of the divine name. Many Qur'anic verses 
(Q 29:44-5; 76:25-6; etc.) relate the importance of remembering the logos (divine 
word) in order to become closer to the Qne above all else (Steigerwald 1999: 175-96). 
Muhammad is called the master (guru) of the word: he will guide each believer on the 
spiritual path (Imam Shah 1972: 475; Sadr al-DIn in Collectanea 1948: 114). The dis¬ 
ciple is initiated into the Imowledge of the ism-i a‘zdm (“supreme name”); in the gindn 
the equivalent technical word is bol or ndm or shabda (Shacke and Moir 1992: 150). 
This quest has a Qur'anic root: “But keep in remembrance the name of thy Lord and 
devote thyself to Him whole-heartedly” (Q 73:8). 

The true word (sat shabda) is our Master (Guru), 

The world does not recognize it. 

Reflect upon the true word (sat shabda) 

Utter PIr-Shah [Pir = hujiat al-lmdm, Shah = Shi'i Imam] frequently. 

(Plr Shams 1985: 41) 

Muhammad, Fatima, Hasan, Husayn, and ‘AH are part of the “the live companions of 
the mantle,” panj-tan-ipdk, in Shl'I doctrine (Nanji 1985:170-1). These luminous crea¬ 
tures were part of the initial act of divine creation. Before the physical creation, there 
was only God (nardyana), the Originator, the Everlasting and above all Attributes. The 
unknowable mystery (bdtin) wanted to manifest (zdhir) himself. After a while, his desire 
becomes a reality by originating the spiritual world of the panj-tan-i pdk: the light of 
‘AH, Muhammad, Fatima, Hasan, and Husayn. These live lights were the former creatio 
ex-nihilo which came out of the mouth of God (Narayana); this metaphor corresponds 
to the idea of the km of the verbal Qur'anic command (amr) or word (kalima). The panj- 
tan-i pdk refers to the Qur'anic ahl al-bayt (Q 33:33; 2:177). This Ginanic understand¬ 
ing goes beyond the apparent meanings of the Qur'an and gives importance to the ahl 
al-bayt (Steigerwald 1987: 70-113). 

The concept of light developed in the Qur'an, more particularly in surat al-nur (Q 
24), was extensively commented on in ShI‘I literature. Hence the “blessed olive tree” of 
Q 24:35 symbolizes the Imam who is the source of light. Plr Shams, in his GarbI (Col¬ 
lectanea 1948: 59), relates that the light of Imam will remain eternally present in the 
world. The Imam is manifest in all the spiritual levels to guide believers, but his real 
being is perceived differently according to each individual. This doctrine of “monore¬ 
alism” previously existed in the Hindu Vaisnava tradition and was taken over by the 
Isma‘lH PIrs and is associated with the necessity of the living Imam. The Imam’s pres¬ 
ence is symbolized by the sun (Imam Shah 1972: 304, 353) that precedes the origin of 
humanity and will continue to exist until the end of time. As the sun is essential for the 
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survival of all beings, the Imam is essential for the salvation of his disciples. And those 
“who recognize the Lord of the time acquire immortality” {Collectanea 1948: 65). 

The PIr must heal and shape the soul of his disciple and transmit to hun the neces¬ 
sary ta'lTm (“teaching”) to reach the mystical union. Every PIr gives the ta’wil of the 
Qur'an in their Ginans; thus, the esoteric truth can only be accessible through the PIr, 
the holder of wisdom. The disciple is unable to unravel the true nature of the Imam 
alone; the PIr is the link between the disciple and the Imam. 

The Nizarl PIrs presented Islam in a form that was attractive to Hindus. They tried 
to convey the spirit of Islam and explained its high ideals in familiar terms that would 
be understood by new converts from Hinduism. They presented Islam as the crowning 
phase of Hinduism; the Qur'an was presented as the linal Veda, completing previous 
revelations. In Ginanic tradition, the light of prophecy and the light of imama must 
always be present in this world. The “light of Muhammad” was transferred to Hasan b. 
‘All and afterward through a specific line of PIrs whereas the light of Imama came 
from Abu Talib. PIr Sadr al-DIn wrote in one of his Ginans that those who possess the 
true knowledge of the Qur'an (Atharva-Veda) Imow the “lord of the time” {Imam al- 
zamdn) who is now unveiled {Collectanea 1948: 105). Sayyid Path‘All Shah in one 
of his Gindn wrote: “No one has the Imowledge of the mystery of the Lord of the time, 
the Naldankl. Only those can recognize him who are guided by the Guru. Know the 
true Guru in the person of Muhammad the Apostle of God” {Collectanea 1948: 111). 
Here Naldankl refers to Imam ‘All and all Imams who will succeed until the day of 
resurrection. 


Modern Exegetes 

The current period started from the first Agha Khan (Shah Hasan ‘All, d. 1298/1881). 
Until recently, the Imams were living in the Indian subcontinent, but they now have 
relocated to Europe. His Highness Prince Karim Agha Khan IV, the spiritual head of the 
Nizarl Isma‘llls, today lives in Prance. During this period, the present Imam gives a spir¬ 
itual exegesis of the Qur'an suited for modern times. He mainly emphasizes an 
intellectual approach to the Qur'an and favors the use of intellect {aql) as a means to 
acquire knowledge. 

PIr Shihab al-DIn Shah (d. 1302/1885), the son of the 47th Imam of the Nizarl 
Isma‘IIIs Agha Khan II (Shah ‘All Shah), also acknowledged the importance of the 
intellect. In his treatise Risdlat dar haqiqat-i din (“The True Meaning of Religion,” he 
explains that in order to remain on the right path {al-sirdt al-mustaqim) one must follow 
the intellect which has the capacity to discover the purpose of creation. Shihab al-DIn 
quotes some traditions: “0, Muhammad, if not for thy salce, We would not have created 
this world,” “If there were no ‘All, We would not have created thee (Muhammad).” Por 
Shihab al-DIn, the purpose of creation is to reveal to humanity both Muhammad and 
‘All, If the prophet did not proclaim the waldya of ‘All, his mission would have 
remained incomplete as it is clearly stated in the Qur'an: ‘Apostle! Proclaim the 
(message) which has been sent to you from your Lord. If you do not, you will not have 
fulfilled and proclaimed His mission” (Q 5:70). Muhammad was entrusted the outward 
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dimension of religion while ‘Ali inherited its inward dimension (Shihab al-Din Shah 
1947: 14-15, 23-4, 43). Concerning the Qur'an, PIr Shihab al-DIn wrote: 

Under 'Uthman the authorities selected some portions, rejecting others. It would be too 
long to narrate this in detail. Then they seized by force all the other copies, and burnt them. 
Thus the knowledge of the original Qur’an which was really left by the prophet, and which 
remains in the hands of his ‘itrat, or legitimate successors, was taken from the people. But 
these legitimate lieutenants of the prophet still remained. (Shihab al-DTn Shah 1947: 63) 

Thus, for PIr Shihab al-DIn, the knowledge of the Qur’an will always remain in the 
hands of the Imam of the time, who has to be physically present in this world. 

The Imam Agha Khan III (d. 1376/1957), in his Memoirs, gives some idea of his 
approach to the Qur’an: 

To a certain extent I have found that the following verse of the Qur’an (surat al-nur, Q 
24:35), so long as it is understood in a purely non-physical sense, has given assistance and 
understanding to myself and other Muslims. I must, however, warn all who read it not to 
allow their material critical outlook to break in with literal, verbal explanations of some¬ 
thing that is symbolic and allegorical. (Agha Khan III 1954: 172-3) 

Agha Khan III further expounds on how the faithful should approach the Qur’an: 

Fortunately the Qur’an has itself made this task easy, for it contains a number of verses 
which declare that Allah speaks to man in allegory and parable. Thus the Qur’an leaves 
the door open for all kinds of interpretations without any one interpreter being able to 
accuse another of being non-Muslim. A felicitous effect of this fundamental principle of 
Islam, that the Qur’an is constantly open to allegorical interpretation, has been that our 
Holy Book has been able to guide and illuminate the thought of believers, century after 
century, in accordance with the conditions and limitations of intellectual apperception 
imposed by external influences in the worlds. It leads also to a greater charity among 
Muslims, for since there can be no cut-and-dried interpretation aU schools of thought can 
unite in the prayer that the Almighty in His infinite mercy may forgive any mistaken inter¬ 
pretation of the faith whose cause is ignorance or misunderstanding. (Agha Khan III 
1954: 173) 

Agha Khan III proceeds further by explaining the task of the ShlT Imam who: 

is thus the Successor of the Prophet in his religious capacity: he is the man who must be 
obeyed and who dwells among those from whom he commands spiritual obedience. . .. 
The Shl'ites say that this authority is all-pervading and is concerned with spiritual matters 
also, that is transferred by inherited right to the Prophet’s Successors of his blood. (Agha 
Khan III 1954: 178-9) 

Agha Khan IV, the present living Imam, in a speech delivered at the Isma'IlI Centre 
(London) on Qctober 19, 2003 at the opening session of “Word of God, Art of Man: 
The Qur’an and its Creative Expressions,” maintains a similar understanding of the 
Qur’an as his grand-father (Agha Khan III): 
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The Holy Book continues to guide and illuminate the thought and conduct of Muslims 
belonging to different communities of interpretation and spiritual affiliation, from century 
to century, in diverse cultural environments. The Noble Qur an extends its principle of plu¬ 
ralism also to adherents of other faiths. It affirms that each has a direction and path to 
which they turn so that all should strive for good works, in the belief that, wheresoever 
they may be, Allah will bring them together. ... Scientific pursuits, philosophic inquiry 
and artistic endeavour are all seen as the response of the faithful to the recurring call of 
the Qur’an to ponder the creation as a way to understand Allah’s benevolent majesty. As 
Surat al-Baqara proclaims: ‘Wherever you turn, there is the face of Allah’. Does not the 
Qur’an challenge the artist, as much as the mystic, to go beyond the physical - the outward 
- so as to seek to unveil that which lies at the centre but gives life to the periphery.?. . . The 
Qur’an’s is an inclusive vision of society that gives primacy to nobility of conduct. It speaks 
of differences of language and colour as a divine sign of mercy and a portent for people of 
knowledge to reflect upon. Qurs is a time when knowledge and information are expand¬ 
ing at an accelerating and, perhaps, unsettling pace. There exists, therefore, an unprece¬ 
dented capacity for improving the human condition. And yet, ills such as abject poverty 
and ignorance, and the conflicts these breed, continue to afflict the world. The Qur’an 
addresses this challenge eloquently. The power of its message is reflected in its gracious dis¬ 
position to differences of interpretation: its respect for other faiths and societies: its affir¬ 
mation of the primacy of the Intellect: its insistence that knowledge is worthy when it is 
used to serve Allah’s creation: and, above all, its emphasis on our common humanity. 
(Agha Khan IV 2003: 2-3) 

Thus for Agha Khan IV, the Qur’an, full of parables and allegories, allows for the 
freedom of interpretation which permits it to guide and illuminate Muslims living 
in different cultural environments. The Qur’an invites Muslims to ponder creation in 
order to understand God. Hence it becomes a source of inspiration for many scientific, 
philosophic, and artistic inquiries. The holy book also Inspires the development of 
ethical behavior, respect for other faiths, and the acquisition of Imowledge to serve 
Allah’s creation. 


Conclusion 

The IsmaTlis belong to the ShiT branch of Islam. The imdma is a cardinal principle of 
ShlT faith since it is only through the Imam that true knowledge can be obtained. The 
main principle of ShiT exegesis is based on the fact that the Qur’an has an outer dimen¬ 
sion (zdhir) and an inner dimension (bdtin); its inner dimension has up to seven inner 
dimensions. Fatimid IsmaTlI theosophy preserves the equilibrium between the zdhir and 
the bdtin while the Alamut theosophy enhanced the value of bdtin while considering 
zdhir as an essential first step in the initiation. 

The Nizarl IsmaTlIs maintain, lilce the ShTites of the first four hijrl centuries, that 
‘Uthman excised significant verses from the original Qur’an, There are many differ¬ 
ences between the Nizarl and the MustaTl branches of IsmaTlism even if they share a 
common ground: these differences were minute at the beginning but they became 
deeper when the last Musta‘11 Imam went into occultation (ghayba) in 495/1101. Fol¬ 
lowing the occultation (ghayba) of their Imam, the MustaTl ShiT community no longer 
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had access to the direct guidance of their Imam, and aside from the "ulama (religious 
scholars), their only source of guidance was the ‘Uthmanic Qur'an, Since there is no 
concept of ghayba in Nizarl Isma'Ilism, they rely mainly on the living Imam to update 
the Qur'an according to the times and to uncover its esoteric meanings. 
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CHAPTER 27 


Exegetical Sciences 

Jane Dammen McAuliffe 


In the graduate program of any religious studies faculty in the Muslim world you will 
find students taking courses in something called “the sciences of the Qur an” ("uliim 
al-Quran)} While that phrase sounds a bit strange to English-spealdng ears, the 
field which these studies encompass has profound importance for Muslim belief and 
practice. Such classes cover the range of topics necessary for the development of an 
accurate and faithful understanding of the Qur an. Within the world of Muslim 
scholarship they are essential preparation for any credible teaching or research on the 
Qur'an. 

I have used the term “field” because the Qur'anic sciences combine multiple subjects 
or disciplines and a full program of their study would involve serious work in all of the 
constitutive subfields (see McAuliffe 2002). While relatively few manage that, many 
students at Muslim universities are exposed to at least a general overview of the 
Qur'anic sciences and publishers continually replenish their stock of relevant texts 
(Qutb 1980; SabunI 1985; al-Sabbagh 1986; al-Salih 1990; Abu Sinna 1995; ‘Inaya 
1996; RumI 2000). Graduate students pursue more focused studies and academic 
research in this field continues to flourish. To understand how this curriculum, and its 
associated subject, evolved requires looking back at least five centuries and initiating 
an effort in retrospective reconstruction. 


Starting with Summation 

Two works represent the classical culmination of this process of discipline building. The 
first of these was written in the late fourteenth century, the other about a hundred years 
later. The earlier text is Badr al-DIn al-Zarkashl’s (d. 794/1392; see EI2 2004; “al- 
Zarkashl”) al-BurhanJi ‘ulwn al-Quran (“The Proof in the Qur'anic Sciences”), while 
the later is Jalal al-DIn al-Suyutl’s (d. 911/1505) al-Itqdnji ‘uliim al-Quran (“The Per¬ 
fection in the Qur'anic Sciences”). Both are the primary citations in any contemporary 
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textbook on this topic. The tale that ties them together proves that in late fifteenth- 
century Egypt academic competition was alive and well. 

The connection between these two works begins with a story of academic discovery 
and of an author’s discomfiture at seeing his own efforts surpassed. As al-Suyuti tells 
this tale in the first pages of his Itqan, it is easy to recognize the mixed feelings that such 
a discovery would prompt in any scholar. Using a formulaic introductory format, al- 
Suyutl begins the Itqan with a lament for the lack of any work on the Qur’anic sciences 
that could compare with those available for the sciences of hadith. With a dismissive 
mention of some prior efforts, he describes his own first attempt to fill this void, fn 
872/1467, while still a very young man, al-SuyutI tells us that he completed a book 
entitled al-Tahbir fi hZum al-Qur"dn. He then provides its table of contents, numbering 
102 chapters. Only after its completion, al-SuyutI continues, and while still enjoying a 
justifiable pride in his considerable accomplishment, did he learn of the existence of an 
earlier and more comprehensive work, that of al-Zarkashi. 

Accordingly, he cites the full table of contents for the Burhdn, expresses his delight 
at discovering it and promptly decides to improve upon al-Zarkashl’s work. Thus is born 
the Itqdn, which al-Suyuti promises will be better organized than its predecessor, with 
additional material “to please its listeners” (al-Suyuti 1967:1, 14).^ A comparison of 
the two works reveals that at some points al-Suyuti aclmowledges his dependence upon 
his predecessor and at others he draws from it without explicit acknowledgment. For 
present purposes, however, the links are less important than the structure and taxo¬ 
nomy that each of these summations conveys. (For detailed treatments of the relation 
between these two works see Nolin 1968; Haydar 1999.) 


Comparing Two Compendia 

Jalal al-Din al-Suyuti was among the most prolific scholars that Egypt has ever pro¬ 
duced (his list of titles numbers more than 600; for the difficulties involved in estab¬ 
lishing a secure account of all works see Sartain 1975). Although his family claimed 
roots in Persia and Mesopotamia, by the time of his birth, they were settled in Egypt, 
especially Assiut/Asyut. Al-Suyuti himself was born and educated in Cairo and lived 
most of his fife during the final century of Mamlulc rule.^ Among his extant works 
is an extended autobiography, al-Tahadduth bi ni 'mat Allah, that details, in the usual 
fashion, information about his studies, travels, teaching positions and other official 
posts (Sartain 1975; for a literary study of this autobiography see Brustad 1997). It 
also provides a list of his writings, which he categorizes in an idiosyncratic fashion. He 
classifies some of his works by length, others by quality. For example, he lists eighteen 
works which he deems to be unique in the quality of their scholarship and another fifty 
which are important but not unparalleled.'^ He also cites forty of his earlier writings 
that he now considers insufficient and another eighty-three that he started but, for lack 
of sustained Interest, never completed (Sartain 1975: 46-7), 

Al-Suyutr’s predecessor, al-Zarkashi, was also an Egyptian by birth although his 
family’s origins were Turkish. His was not a scholarly pedigree and his designation as 
al-Zarkashi comes from the craft of brocade embroidery (zarkasha), a trade in which his 



EXEGETICAL SCIENCES 405 


father may have trained him. Nevertheless, he clearly managed to assimilate an extra¬ 
ordinary knowledge of the Qur'an and its relevant scholarly disciplines, fbn al-‘lmad 
counts his principal teachers as Jamal al-DIn al-AsnawI (d. 772/13 70), Siraj al-DIn al- 
Bulqlnl (d. 805/1403) and Shihab al-DIn al-Adhra'I (d. 783/1381) and records his 
educational travels to Damascus, where he studied with Ibn KathIr (d. 774/1373), and 
Aleppo. As a professional scholar, he spent his life teaching, delivering legal judgments 
and writing on a wide variety of topics (‘Abd al-Hayy b. ‘Imad 1966: V, 335). His bio¬ 
graphers depict him as so completely engrossed in his work that the conduct of his 
worldly affairs was left to relatives. According to one account, he only left his house to 
visit the book market. There he would spend the day perusing one volume after another, 
taldng notes to use in his writings and leaving the poor bookseller with no sale to his 
credit (Ibn Hajar 1929-32: III, 398). 

Turning now to the summative works of these two scholars, it is important to note 
that the Itqdn stands first on al-Suyutl’s list of the writings on which he most prides 
himself. A source of that pride is surely the significant advance that he made in the 
Itqdn over the work of his esteemed predecessor al-Zarkashl in matters of arrangement 
and classification. Comparing the structure of the Itqdn and the Burhdn demonstrates 
that the former has achieved a decided improvement in organization. Although the 
Itqdn is arranged in eighty consecutive chapters (anwd\ s. naw") with no indication of 
thematic groupings, it is not too difficult to discern al-Suyutl’s organizational method. 
He uses what I would call an increasingly telescopic perspective, beginning with the 
macro and then moving in closer and closer.^ The Itqdn starts with the fact and process 
of revelation, taking the Qur'anic event as a whole in order to analyze it both chrono¬ 
logically and contextually (chapters 1-16). The opening chapter, which explores the 
fundamental temporal-spatial categories of Meccan and Medinan, is followed by those 
that categorize passages revealed during the day and during the night, during 
the summer and during the winter, while Muhammad was settled or on a journey 
or in bed. 

Al-SuyutI then moves to a series of chapters (17-27) that deal with the collection 
and transmission of the Qur'an, providing precise detail about the relative reliability of 
particular forms of conveyance. Having devoted more than a third of his eighty chap¬ 
ters to these macro matters, al-Suyutl next turns to the text itself, examining it from 
four interrelated perspectives: articulation (28-35), lexicology and morphology 
(36-42), rhetoric (43-58) and textual structure (59-63). The group of chapters on 
articulation covers the technical specifics of Qur'anic recitation (tajwld), such as points 
of pause and resumption (waqf and ibtidd’), forms of consonantal assimilation (idghdm, 
ikh/fl'and iqldb) and vowel lengthening or shortening (madd and qasr). The chapters on 
lexicology and morphology delve into issues of polysemy and linguistic provenance. 
For example, two sequential chapters (37 and 38) treat Qur'anic lexemes that do not 
occur in the language of the HijazI Arabs and those that derive from languages other 
than Arabic. 

A long segment that can be broadly described as devoted to the rhetoric of the 
Qur'an offers an extended set of semantic binaries. These constitute the most charac¬ 
teristic feature of ‘uldm al-Quran, creating an exegetical taxonomy of multiple, over¬ 
lapping categorizations. Although the precise significance of several of these terms is a 
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matter of debate, I offer a brief mention of the most important combinations: clear 
and obscure {muhkam wa-mutashdbih), inversion of the natural word order {taqdim 
wa-ta’khir), general and particular (amm wa khdss), synoptic and explicated {mujmal 
wa-mubayyana), abrogating and abrogated (ndsikh wa mansukh), qualilied/restricted and 
unqualilied/unrestricted {mutlaq wa muqayyad), explicit and implicit (mantuq wa 
mafliwn), literal and figurative {haqiqa wa-majdz), comparison and metaphor [tashbih 
wa istiara), metonymy and allusion (kindya wa ta‘rid), concision and prolixity (ijdz wa 
itndb), informative and performative {khabar wa inshd'). The last grouping among the 
four forms of textual dynamics that I have drawn from the Itqdn is that of textual struc¬ 
ture. Here al-Suyuti details the beginnings and endings of the suras, the divisions 
between verses and the connection (mundsaba) to be found between verses and 
between suras. 

Before the final four chapters (77-80) that discuss Qur'anic commentary and 
commentators, al-Suytitl includes thirteen chapters that are not easily configured as a 
group (64-76). I am tempted to view this as a kind of expanding appendix to the rest 
of his work, a place to situate topics that did not fall easily into the groups just discussed. 
This miscellany ranges from the inimitability (ijdz) of the Qur'an to its orthography 
(marsum al-khatt). Some chapters detail the excellent qualities (/add'd) of the Qur'an 
while others treat particular genres, such as parables (amthdl), oaths (aqsdm) and pas¬ 
sages of debate or dialectic (jadal). 

The textual architecture that I have drawn irom the Itqdn can be graphed as shown 
in Figure 27.1 

The significance of al-Suyutl’s organizational accomplishment can be better under¬ 
stood when compared to the predecessor text which he extolled in his introduction, 
that is, al-Zarkashl’s Burhdn. While most of the same individual topics are treated in 
this earlier work, no equivalent textual architecture can be discerned. Al-Zarkashl’s 
work, which contains forty-seven chapters to al-Suyutfs eighty, does include some 
sequential groupings. For example, chapters 16-20 cover much of what al-SuyutI 
surveys in the chapters I have described as “lexicology and morphology.” Another 
discernible grouping deals with some of the matters contained in those sections of al- 
Suyuti that I have subtitled as “rhetoric.” But, for the most part, the Burhdn presents 
a succession of forty-seven topics with little concern for their ordering or their 
connection. Qf course, it should be noted that chapter titles do not constitute an auto¬ 
matic equivalence between the two works. In other words, some topics to which 
al-SuyutI devotes a separate section are treated as a subcategory by al-ZarkashI and 
vice versa. 


Selecting Some Samples 

While comparison of the structures of these two summative works in the sciences of 
the Qur'an provides some sense of the major topics addressed in this discipline, the real 
flavor of the enterprise is found in the details. The range of subtopics is vast but a small 
selection may offer some representative examples. 
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Figure 27.1 Al-Suyuti’s textual architecture 


Distributed reveiation 

Among al-Suyuti’s initial sections, those that treat the modes of revelation, there is a 
chapter entitled “What was revealed to some of the [earlier] prophets and what was 
revealed to no one before the prophet [Muhammad].” These pages of the Itqdn collect 
a number of haddth, many of which are attributed to Ibn ‘Abbas (d. 68/687), a much 
younger cousin of Muhammad, who is commonly credited with a formative role in the 
nascent exegetical tradition. Summarizing the hacHth relevant to the second half of the 
chapter’s title, al-Suyutl counts the first sura (al-Fdtiha), Q 2:255 (which is known as 
the “Throne verse”) and the final verses of the second sura as those revealed only to 
Muhammad. The supporting haddth that al-SuyutI cites differ about whether the last 
two or the last three verses of the second sura are to be included. They also place 
an additional verse in the category. Al-SuyutI quotes Abu 4-Qasim al-TabaranI’s 
(d. 360/971) conveyance of a prophetic statement transmitted by Ibn ‘Abbas, “For 
times of calamity my community has been given something which no other commu¬ 
nity has been given: ‘To God we belong and to him will we return’ (Q 2:15 6)” (al-Suyuti 
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1967:1, 112). From Abu ‘Ubayd al-Qasim’s (d. 224/838) Fada'il al-Qur’dn, al-Suyutl 
quotes a statement about verses that were given to Muhammad but not to Moses and 
a verse that was given to Moses but not Muhammad. The latter is: “0 God, do not let 
Satan enter our hearts and free us from him so that to you belong the sovereignty, the 
authority, the power, the dominion, the praise, the earth, the heaven, time everlasting, 
forever and ever, amen, amen,” 

Turning to those Qur'anic verses that were also revealed to earlier prophets, the cited 
hadith center primarily on Q 8 7 and Q 5 3, attesting that these, or their equivalent, could 
be found in the scriptures {suhuj) of Abraham and Moses. The Qur'anic warrant for this 
claim is itself drawn from Q 87:18: “This truly is in the earlier scriptures (cd-suMf al¬ 
ula)” (al-SuyutI 1967:1, 113-14). Additional citations point to passages from Q 9, Q 
23, Q 33, and Q 70. More specifically, a connection is made between the Torah (Tawrat) 
and several suras of the Qur'an (Q 6, Q 11 and Q 17), A hadith on the authority of Ka‘b 
al-Ahbar (d, 32/652-3), drawn from Ibn al-Durays’ (d. 294/906) Faddll al-Qur’dn, 
states that the Torah begins with the initial verses of Q 6, “Praise God who created the 
heavens and the earth and made the darknesses and light, etc.” - a phrase that is clearly 
reminiscent of the creation narratives in Genesis - and ends with the final verse of Q 
17, “Praise God who does not beget offspring and has no partner in dominion nor any 
protector because of weakness, so exalt him with glorification.” Variants of this hadith 
associate the Torah’s beginning with Q 6:151-65 and its conclusion with Q 11:123 
(al-Suyuti 1967:1, 114). 


Counts and curiosities 

Moving from contextual to textual considerations, there is a chapter in al-Zarkashl’s 
Burhdn which furnishes a fascinating example of the degree of painstaking scrutiny to 
which classical scholars of the Qur'an subjected the text. Chapter 14 deals with sura 
names and enumerations. One part of this discussion devotes itself to numbering the 
suras, verses, words, and letters of the Qur'an, The totals vary somewhat for rather com¬ 
plicated reasons but the entire effort is framed with an attractive narrative. According 
to this story, the renowned Umayyad governor, al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf (d. 95/714), gathered 
the Qur'an reciters of Basra and chose several from among them, including al-Hasan 
al-BasrI (d. 110/728), Abu '1-'Aliya (d. 90/708-9), Nasr b. ‘Asim (d. 89/707), 'Asim 
al-Jahdarl (d. 128/745) and Malik b. Dinar (d. 131/748). He then asked those selected 
to tally the letters of the Qur'an and that task took them four months, counting with 
corns of barley. Their final reckoning was: 323,015 letters and 77,439 words (al- 
Zarkashl 1959:1, 249). Qther accounts then go on to supply verse totals that vary from 
6104 to 6236, as well as calculations for the longest sura (Q 2), the longest verse (Q 
2:282 at 128 words), the shortest verse (either Q 89:1 or Q 93:1, each a verse of a 
single word) and even the longest word (fa’sqayndkumuhu in Q 15:22: al-Zarkashi 1959: 
I, 252), 

These enumerations are immediately followed by a section that describes the eight 
halves into which the Qur'an can be divided. If by suras, the division falls between Q 5 7 
and Q 58: if by verses, between Q 17:45 and Q 17:46: if by words, between the final 
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word in Q 22:20 and the first in Q 22:21; and if by letters, between the first two con¬ 
sonants of the word nukran in Q 18:74 (al-ZarkashI 1959:1, 253). Then al-ZarkashI 
embarked upon a discussion which can only be described as “Qur’anic Jeopardy,” a 
series of questions and answers such as: How many times does the expression “only to 
cause strife” (ilia ghururan) occur in the Qur’an.? How many verses begin with the letter 
shin? How many end with it.? What is the longest sequentially voweled segment.? Addi¬ 
tional details teU us that (1) in one sura of the Qur’an, Q 58, every verse contains the 
divine name; (2) there is a verse, Q 2:282, that has thirty-three mTms; (3) there is a sura 
of over one hundred verses, Q 12, that malces no mention of either heaven or hell; (4) 
the letter kdf never occurs successively in a word without an intervening letter except 
in Q 2:200 and Q 5:42 (al-ZarkashI 1959:1, 253-5). 


Repeal and revocation 

Moving now to a more consequential topic among the Qur’anic sciences, one with legal 
implications, both al-ZarkashI and al-Suyufi devote substantial attention in their 
respective works to the subject of Qur’anic abrogation. In brief, the doctrine of abro¬ 
gation asserts that the legal force of some Qur’anic verses (and some hadlth) has been 
replaced by that of others (Burton 1977 and 2001; Rippin 1984; Powers 1988). Treat¬ 
ment of the topic by these two authors is interesting in itself but also offers a good 
example of the ways in which al-Suyuti appropriated material virtually wholesale from 
al-Zarkashl. 

Both of their respective chapters begin with a list of earlier authors who have written 
on this topic and then characterize the subject of abrogation as utterly indispensable for 
anyone who would attempt interpretation of the Qur’an (al-ZarkashI 1959:1, 28f.; al- 
Suyutl 1967: III, 59f.). Al-SuyutI systematically tackles such matters as (1) the different 
meanings of the term “abrogation” (naskh), (2) the question of whether the Qur’an 
can be abrogated only by the Qur’an or whether it can also be abrogated by 
the sunna (i.e., hadlth), (3) the kinds of Qur’anic verses that are capable of abrogating 
or being abrogated and (4) different forms of abrogation. Given the penchant for cate¬ 
gorization that these summative works display, it is not surprising to find al-SuyutI divid¬ 
ing all 114 suras of the Qur’an into four lists: (1) those that contain neither abrogating 
not abrogated verses - these number forty-three, (2) those that contain both - twenty- 
five, (3) those with only abrogating verses - six, and (4) those with only abrogated verses 
- forty. Further definitions and distinctions precede a listing of abrogated verses. A few 
samples should provide some sense of how this aspect of Qur’anic study operates. 

In some cases, such as that of Q 8:65, a verse is abrogated by a following verse in 
the same sura. Whereas Q 8:65 urges believers to fight with the promise that twenty 
steadfast warriors will overcome a force of two hundred, Q 8:66 modifies the predic¬ 
tion to more realistic odds, that is, two to one. In another example, Q 9:41 urges believ¬ 
ers to go forth to war whether they are physically and financially fit to do so or not. (The 
Arabic terms used to designate these states are “light” and “heavy,” respectively.) Al- 
Suyutl then cites several verses, including Q 48:17, Q 9:91 and Q 9:122, that qualify 
the burden of this divine command. Finally, in a case of marriage legislation, Q 24:3 
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and its pronouncement that an adulterer can only marry an adultress is abrogated by 
Q 24:32 which offers the more general directive to marry those who are without 
spouses (al-SuyutI 1967: III, 66-8). 


Cleanliness and comportment 

The rules and etiquette of reciting and handling the Qur'an provide yet another topic 
to which both al-Zarkashl and al-Suyutl devote long and detailed chapters. The sub¬ 
jects covered include such mundane matters as securing a clean place for recitation - 
ideally a mosque - and sitting in a quiet, dignified manner with head bowed facing the 
qibla. To emphasize the importance of a respectful posture al-ZarkashI cites a story 
about the companion SaTd b. al-Musayyib al-Makhzumi (d. 94/713) who was asked, 
while stretched out in a reclining position, about a certain hadith. He Immediately sat 
up and exclaimed, “I abhor relating the hadith of God’s messenger while reclining and 
even more so in the case of God’s speech” (al-ZarkashI 1959:1, 459). The preference 
for ritual ablution (al-wudu’) before recitation is discussed as well as the degree of ritual 
impurity that would preclude reciting or even touching the Qur'an. A hadith attributed 
to ‘All b. Abl ’Talib even recommends oral hygiene as an additional preparation of the 
body that will honor God, “Indeed your mouths are pathways for the Qur'an so use a 
tooth stick (siwak) to make them pleasing” (al-Suyutl 1967:1, 296). 

Both works deal with the many prescriptions and proscriptions that a session of 
recitation entails, such as: (1) the importance of forming the proper intention 
[niyya) and of avoiding all carelessness in recitation, (2) the commendability of recit¬ 
ing the Qur'an aloud, (3) the prayer formulas with which each segment of recitation 
should commence, (4) the disrespect evidenced by interrupting recitation to engage 
in conversation, (5) the verses whose recitation is to be accompanied by physical 
prostration. 

Qne interesting question that both al-ZarkashI and al-SuyutI raise in their respec¬ 
tive chapters on the “etiquette” of Qur'an recitation is whether it is better to recite the 
Qur'an from memory or by looking at the written text [mushaf). Given the importance 
attached to memorization of the Qur'an and the respect accorded to those who accom¬ 
plish it, the response to this question would seem obvious. Yet both authors come down 
strongly in favor of recitation from the mushaf. Al-ZarkashI provides the longer treat¬ 
ment of this issue - it is a topic on which al-SuyutI acknowledges his predecessor 
directly - and cites a number of authorities to support his view, such as Abu Hamid 
Muhammad al-Ghazall (d. 505/1111) and Muhyl al-DIn b. Sharaf al-NawawI al- 
Shafi'I (d. 676/1277; author of Kitdb al-tibydnji dddb hamalat al-Qur'dn). The primary 
reason provided for this preference understands looking at the mushaf to be an act of 
veneration ( Ibdda), one that ranks with other such acts like looking at the Ka'ba and 
gazing upon the faces of one’s parents. He includes statements from Muhammad that 
credit recitation from the mushaf as meriting twice the divine reward that recitation 
from memory secures and the same idea of doubling is captured in yet another ratio¬ 
nale: since two parts of the body are used, the mouth and the eyes, the greater effort 
warrants the greater reward. Respect for the physical text seems to underlie an addi- 
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tional reason given: ‘Anyone who possesses a copy of the Qur'an should recite short 
verses from it every day so as not to leave it unused” (al-ZarkashI 1959:1, 463). 

The Burhan and the Itqan both record the competing view, that recitation is best done 
from memory, but with attribution to only a single source, Abu Muhammad b. ‘ Abd al- 
Salam’s (d. 660/1262) Amali. The reason given captures a key element of Qur anic 
practice: meditative reflection (tadabbur). Citing Q 38:29, “so that you may reflect upon 
its verses,” as his proof text, Ibn ‘Abd al-Salam insists that this is best accomplished 
when one’s eyes are not engaged. Both al-Zarkashi and al-SuyutI, however, quote 
al-Nawawi who allows for the possibility that this may vary with individuals. What is 
important is this reflective presence to the divine word, whether that is achieved 
with eyes on the text or with eyes unengaged (al-ZarkashI 1959: I, 468; al-Suyutl 
1967:1, 305). 


Ranking revelation 

As a final entrant in this selection of subjects that fall within the field of the Qur anic 
sciences, I turn to a topic that raises an interesting theological question, and one that 
generated considerable discussion and disagreement. This is the question of whether 
some parts of the Qur'an are superior to others. Both authors begin their respective 
chapters on this subject with the views of those who would argue that the inquiry 
itself is ridiculous - if the entire Qur'an is God’s speech how can some parts of it be 
considered better than other parts.? Against this argument, however, stand the hun¬ 
dreds of hadith that speak to the merits and distinction of particular verses and suras 
(al-ZarkashI 1959:1, 438-9; al-Suyuti 1967: IV, 117-18). Ranged in defense of this 
latter position are such well-known figures as al-Ghazall - his Jawdhir al-Qur"dn (“Jewels 
of the Qur'an”) is an important source on this topic, one from which both al-ZarkashI 
and al-SuyutI quote extensively - the KhurasanI traditionist, Ishaq b. Rahwayh 
(d. 238/853), as well as the Andalusian exegetes, AbuBakr Muhammad b. al-‘ArabI 
(d. 543/1148), and Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad al-Qurtubl (d. 671/1272). 

Representations of the argument center on matters of content and form or seman¬ 
tics and rhetoric. An often cited example is the contrast between Q 112:1, “Say, ‘He is 
God, Qne’,” and Q 111:1, “Perish the hands of AbuLahab and perish he.” Considered 
from the perspective of content these two verses pit an uncompromising statement of 
God’s unicity against an especially vehement curse and many would contend that any 
discourse about God is inherently superior to any other discourse, particularly a curse. 
Seen, however, from a formal perspective, those who specialize in Qur'anic rhetorics 
(‘Urn al-baydn) could argue that Q 111:1 is a perfectly constructed curse, just as Q 112:1 
is a perfectly constructed statement of God’s unicity and uniqueness (al-ZarkashI 1959: 
I, 440). 

Among the most frequently lauded suras are Q 1 {surat ai-Jdtiha), Q 112 and Q 36. 
An example of the kinds of statements cited would be that by al-Hasan al-BasrI on the 
first siira: “God put all the knowledge found in previous [holy] books into the Qur'an; 
then he put all the loiowledge in the Qur'an into surat ai-jdtiha. So whoever knows its 
interpretation is like one who Imows the interpretation of all the revealed books” (al- 
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Suyuti 1967: IV, 120). Individual verses are also noted, especially Q 2:255, the “Throne 
verse” {dyat al-kursi) for its proclamation that God’s “throne extends over the heavens 
and the earth,” Both al-ZarkashI and al-Suyutl raise the question of whether this verse 
is superior to Q 112 and Ibn al-'Arabl’s negative response is quoted. That response is 
built on two premises: (1) siiras are more significant than verses and (2) Q 112 managed 
to convey the entire teaching of God’s unicity in but fifteen words while it took fifty for 
Q 2:255 to do so (al-ZarkashI 1959:1, 42; al-SuyutI 1967; IV, 122). 

Al-Zarkashi concludes his chapter on this topic with statements about those 
Qur'anic verses that are most hope-inspiring and those that are most fear-inspiring, 
Al-Suyutl talces this over but creates a new chapter for it. While the final quarter of 
his chapter replicates some of the Burhdn’s treatment of what I have earlier called 
“Qur'anic Jeopardy,” the earlier sections offer such statements as this one from 
Muhammad: 


Truly the mightiest verse in the Qur’an is “There is no God but he, the Living, the Sus¬ 
tained etc. (Q 2:255),” the most justice-assuring verse in the Qur’an is “Truly God com¬ 
mands justice and doing good, etc. (Q 16:90),” the most fear-inspiring versefs] in the 
Qur’an is “Whoever does an atom’s weight of good will see it and whoever does an atom’s 
weight of evil will see it (Q 99:7-8),” and the most hope-inspiring verse in the Qur’an is 
“Say, Q my worshippers who have committed excesses against themselves, do not despair 
of God’s mercy, etc. (Q 39:53)” (al-SuyutI 1967: IV, 129; al-SuyutI cites this from Abu 
Dharr al-Haraqi’s [d. 435/1044] Padail cd-Qur’dri). 


Al-Suyutl then provides fifteen entrants, drawn from a wide variety of sources, in the 
category of most hope-inspiring verse: Q 39:53: 2:260; 93:5; 4:48; 24:22; 9:102; 
46:35:13:6; 90:15-16; 17:84; 34:17; 20:48; 42:30; 8:38 and2:282 (al-SuyutI 1967: 
IV, 129-31). The last-mentioned, the “verse of the debt” {dyat al-dayn) requires some 
explanation because rather than being primarily a brief reminder of God’s mercy, it is 
a long verse about both the necessity and the procedure for recording financial obliga¬ 
tions. What connects it to the idea of “hope” is the analogy between the divine diligence 
in assisting humans with their worldly goods and the great care that God exercises in 
forgiving them their failings (al-SuyutI 1967: IV, 131). 

This brief discussion of but a few of the topics in the Itqdn’s eighty chapters - and 
their counterparts in the Burhdn - amounts to just a dip into the vast ocean of the 
Qur’anic sciences. It does not begin to address subjects that consumed large portions of 
these two works, particularly those whose comprehension requires a knowledge of the 
Arabic language. There are carefully detailed treatments of matters such as 
the many phonetic variations necessary for the proper recitation of the Qur’an, the rules 
for its correct representation and orthography, and the accepted range of its variant 
readings {qird’dt). Exhaustive examinations of the Qur’anic lexicon catalogue words of 
non-Arabic origin, those that are rare and obscure (gharlb) and those that carry multi¬ 
ple meanings {wujuh wa nazdJr). The doctrine of the inimitability of the Qur’an, which 
is largely constructed on assertions of its rhetorical superiority, results in minute analy¬ 
sis of all contributing elements of Qur’anic “eloquence” (baldgha). Al-Zarkashl devotes 
almost one-half of his Burhdn to the many facets of rhetorical classification. 
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Seeking the Sources 

While studying these two summative works - the two summas of the Qur'anic sciences 
- affords a convenient entry to this vast and complex discipline, it carries the accom¬ 
panying disadvantage of stepping in midstream, minus the perspective formed by a 
knowledge of genesis and historical development. All compendia build upon earlier 
efforts. So it is worth asking how and when the individual topics that eventually con¬ 
stituted the Qur'anic sciences emerged. Among the questions that a more extensive 
treatment of this subject - one beyond the scope of this chapter - could explore are: 
What were some of the formative early efforts and investigations.? How did the various, 
separate subjects within the larger discipline of the Qur'anic sciences begin to connect.? 
Is it possible to define a point at which the Qur'anic sciences coalesce as a distinct 
discipline.? 

In his citation of sources, al-SuyutI himself provides plenty of leads. Most chapters 
of the Itqdn begin with a bibliographic nod to some of those who had previously treated 
a particular topic and with a survey of earlier scholarly opinion about it. Many of al- 
Suyutl’s sources themselves represent earlier efforts to consolidate elements of this 
emerging discipline. Retrospective reconstruction must take note of such works but 
must also push beyond them to the initial stages of all the sub-topical elaboration that 
eventually coalesced to form the overarching discipline of the Qur'anic sciences. Clearly 
interpretation and study of the Qur'an were co-extensive with its promulgation. For 
example, the early works on the life of the Prophet and on the initial expeditions and 
military campaigns (sTra and maghdzT) offered material pertinent to such subtopics as 
“occasions of revelation” (asbdb al-nuzid), the designation of suras and verses as Meccan 
or Medinan, abrogating and abrogated passages and the interpretation of the Qur'an, 
(For relevant titles see E12 2004: “MaghazI” and “Sira”,) 

Hadith works, especially the Sunni and Shl'I canonical collections, are another early 
source for Wum al-Qur’dn. The Sahl/is of both al-Bukharl and Muslim contain chapters 
on the interpretation (tafsir) of the Qur'an and on its “excellences” (fadd’il). The other 
Sunni collections, AbuDawud, IbnMaja, al-TirmidhI and al-Nisa'I, are also significant 
sources, as is the tenth-century compilation by the ShiT scholar al-Kulaynl, An addi¬ 
tional source that pre-dates the canonical collections is ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-San'anl’s 
(d. 211/827) al-Musannaf. The fadd’il chapters or sections of these collections them¬ 
selves combine aspects of the Qur'anic sciences that would eventually receive individ¬ 
ual treatment by later authors or be catalogued separately by al-ZarkashI and al-SuyutI 
(Afsaruddm 2002), 

Jurisprudence and the formation of legal hermeneutics represent another emerging 
Islamic discipline that contributed to the classical elaboration of the Qur'anic sciences. 
In his seminal legal treatise, al-Risdla, Muhammad b. Idris al-ShaflT (d. 204/820) con¬ 
tends, for example, that the Qur'an contains nothing that is not pure Arabic, offering 
many Qur'anic citations to buttress his argument (al-Shafi‘i 1979: 41-53). He speaks 
of those verses that have been abrogated by others, using the example of Q 73:1-4 
having been abrogated by Q 73:20 (al-ShafiT 1979:113-17), and explains how verses 
of general applicability differ from those that are more circumscribed {al-amm 
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wa’l-khass/, al-Shafi‘I 1979: 53-62). To emphasize his expertise in the Qur'anic sci¬ 
ences, al-ShafiT’s biographer recounts his interrogation by the caliph, Harun al-RashId. 
When asked by the caliph, “What do you know about the Book of God,” al-ShafiT 
responded with a counter-question: ‘About what area of Imowledge [i.e. “science”] do 
you ask, 0 Commander of the Faithful.?” He then proceeds to list most of the sub-topics 
that have already been mentioned in this chapter as the constitutive elements of the 
Qur'anic sciences (al-Bayhaql 1970:1, 131-2). 

The emerging sciences of lexicography and grammar also contribute important 
foundational works to the developing Qur'anic sciences and are among the sources on 
which the summative works of al-ZarkashI and al-SuyutI draw. Aspects of lexical and 
grammatical analysis are captured in such early works as Abu ‘Ubayda’s (d. 210/825) 
on the literary expression of the Qur an (Majdz al-Quran), Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 276/889) 
on the interpretation of difficult words and passages {Ta'wil mushkil al-Qur"dn) and the 
work by al-Nahhas (d. 338/950) on the Qur'an’s morphology and grammar (IVdb 
al-Quran). 

The final contributing category, and one that proves to be a very fruitful source, is 
that of exegetical works themselves, particularly their introductions (McAuliffe 1988; 
Markaz al-Thaqafa wa'l-Ma‘arif al-Qur'aniyya 1995-7). An Important work on the 
early development of Arabic grammar notes that “in nuce the early commentaries 
contain all elements found in later commentaries but what is more, they also contain 
the material which at a later stage became a specialized field in different Islamic 
sciences” (Versteegh 1993: 92). In his Irshdd, Yaqut b. ‘Abd Allah al-HamawT (d. 
626/1229), citing Abu Bakr b. Kamil (d. 350/961), presents a succinct description and 
appreciation of the most important Qur'an commentary of the early classical period, 
Abu Ja'far b. Jarir al-Tabari’s (d. 310/923) ]dnii'al-baydn 'an ta'wll ay al-Qur'dn.^ Par¬ 
ticular note is made of the “introductory topics” {muqaddimdt) with which this exegete 
prefaced his magnum opus. These include such matters as comparative lexicogra¬ 
phy/dialectology, the various aspects or modes of interpreting {wujuh al-ta’wll), and 
hadlth conveying Muhammad’s statement about the seven ah^ruf, a much contested term 
that has been interpreted to mean such diverse phenomena as dialectical differences in 
the Arabic of the classical period or levels of interpretative signification. Yaqut goes 
on to mention additional matters that al-'Tabarl’s introduction treats: transmitted 
accounts that proscribe interpretation based on unformed personal opinion (al-tafsTr 
bi’l-ra’y), the praise or censure of particular early exegetes, the interpretation of the 
names of the Qur'an, of its suras and verses, of the prayer formulas that accompany its 
recitation, etc. (Yaqut 1907-27: VI, 439-41). 

But al-’rabarl’s JdtnV al-bayan is itself a summative work, one that attempts a com¬ 
prehensive collation of earlier exegetical efforts.^ Moving behind al-'Tabarl, it is possi¬ 
ble to find yet earlier examples of tafsTr introductions that treat topics that will 
eventually coalesce into the Qur'anic sciences. For instance, the Khurasanl scholar, 
Muqatil b. Sulayman (d. 150/767), deals in two parts of his exegetical introduction 
with the “modes” or “aspects” (awjuh) of the Qur'an. First he cites the statement: “The 
Qur'an was revealed according to five modes (awjuh), its command, its prohibition, its 
promise, its threat and the tales of ancient peoples” (Muqatil b. Sulayman 1989:1, 26; 
see editor’s first note on this same page where he indicates that one of the manuscripts 
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lacks this introduction), Paul Nwyia (1970: 67-8) recognized within these live modes 
three fundamental modalities. The first pair, command and prohibition, represent the 
realm of literal exegesis while the second, promise and threat, raises eschatological con¬ 
cerns. Finally, the tales of ancient peoples, understood not simply as past history but as 
instances of divine intervention accomplished through prophetic mediation, open the 
anagogical level.* Later, Muqatfi repeats an oft-cited description from Ibn ‘Abbas: “The 
Qur'an has four aspects (awjuh): tafsir which the learned know, ‘arabiyya [i.e., linguis¬ 
tic usages] which the Arabs understand, halal and haram of which no one is allowed to 
be ignorant and ta'wil which only God Imows” (Muqatil b. Sulayman 1979:1, 27).’ It 
is worth pausing here, however, to note the difference between this and the previous 
awjuh citation: the earlier citation divides the Qur'anic material by contents, for example 
into verses that contain commands and prohibitions, or eschatological expectations or 
axiological narratives. In the latter citation, however, the awjuh or “aspects” catego¬ 
rization is not contents but levels or capacities of comprehension. The angle of 
vision changes here as a focus on identifiable genre gives way to a concern for intel¬ 
lectual grasp. 

Already with Muqatil’s introduction can be found a number of the binaries that were 
to become such a characteristic feature of ‘ulum al-Qur’an works: the particular and the 
general, the obscure and the clear, the explicated and the indefinite, the abrogating and 
the abrogated, inversion of word order, polysemous words and those of univocal sig¬ 
nificance, and so forth (for somewhat differing readings of this list see Gilfiot 1990: 
118-19: Goldfeld 1988: 24). 

Matters of categorization also mark the partially recovered introduction of the IbadI 
theologian and jurist, Hud b. Muhakkam (d. ca. 280/893 or 290/903: on this author 
see Gilfiot 1997:179-82), He relates a statement on the authority of AbuT-Darda' al- 
Ansari (d. 32/652) that divides Qur'anic contents by verse type: “The Qur'an was 
revealed according to six [kinds of] verses: a verse that announces good tidings, a verse 
that issues a warning, a verse [conveying God’s] ordinance, a verse that commands you, 
a verse that forbids you, a verse of stories and accounts” (Hud b. Muhaklcam 1990:1, 
69). He, too, provides a summative statement of Qur'anic typology: “Qnly those with 
knowledge of the following twelve items can understand the interpretation of the 
Qur'an: Meccan and Medinan, abrogating and abrogated {nasikh and mansukh), inver¬ 
sion of word order (taqdim and ta’khlr), disconnected and connected verses (maqtu'and 
mawsul), particular and general (khass wa amm), ellipsis (idmar) and arabiyya” (Hud b. 
Muhakkam 1990:1, 71). Again, as in earlier fists of this sort, the rhetorical (e.g., taqdim 
and talihir), the semantic (e.g., khass and ‘dmm), the linguistic (e.g., arabiyya), and the 
legal (e.g., nasikh and mansukh) are intermingled. 

As a final example of the way that tafsir introductions function as a source for the 
history of the Qur'anic sciences, I turn to that of the Sufi commentator Sahl al-Tustarl 
(d. 283/896). Almost a century and a half separates al-Tustari from Muqatil b. 
Sulayman but their origins in the eastern part of the Islamic empire and their common 
place of death, Basra, provide points of geographical connection. The introduction to 
al-Tustarl’s Tafsir is divided into two parts but this division does not entail a strict 
segregation of contents. Specific terminology and particular emphases migrate back 
and forth between the two sections. Qne theme that emerges even from the Initial 
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encomium passages marks the unbreakable connection between understanding and 
action, between recitation and behavior (al-Tustarl 1911: 2-4), The polarity of zahir 
(external or literal) and bMn (internal or esoteric) introduces a motif that marks a 
major hermeneutical orientation within the body of the commentary itself. It first 
appears amid the inaugural encomiums where the Qur'an is characterized as that 
“whose zahir is beautiful (anlq) and whose batin is profound Carnlq).” Successive pre¬ 
sentations link this polarity with the four senses (ma ‘aniri) of scripture, with general or 
specialized comprehension and with prescription and proscription {amr and mhy).^° 
Use of the Qur'anic self-description, Q 42:52, “We have made it a light by which we 
guide whomever we wish of our servants,” combines zahir and batin with another 
abiding emphasis within this introduction, the references to light both as an attribute 
of the Qur'an and as a grace lodged within the heart of the mystic. Several “light” 
verses are cited and the Qur'an as a source of illumination provides the means for dis¬ 
tinguishing the literal (zahir) from the hidden (batin). 

These three early commentaries, all apparently produced within about a century 
and a half of each other, provide an interesting sectarian spread (Sunni, IbadI, Sufi) 
and reproduce typological concerns and classifications that had evolved during this 
time. Linking all three is an abiding concern for categorization, one that would emerge 
and re-emerge, in ever more finely detailed form as the discipline of Qur'anic studies 
moved toward its summative expressions. Talcen as a group, these introductions testify 
to the early appearance of various trajectories of Qur'anic analysis. The first trajectory 
concentrates upon creating a typology of genre groups, rhetorical elements and textual 
properties within the Qur'anic text, classifying textual contents from various angles of 
analysis. The second turns attention from the text to its recipient and assesses the recep¬ 
tive capacities of different classes of readers, acknowledging diversity of both linguis¬ 
tic and intellectual aptitude. A third trajectory recouples the text and its recipient but 
in a more interactive fashion. Here levels of textual meaning correspond to moral and 
spiritual qualities or capabilities within the listener, with each side of this polarity 
understood to be an active site of both engagement and reciprocity. The moral and 
spiritual acuity of some listeners reaches levels of meaning inaccessible to others. 
Conversely, the inexhaustible depths of Qur'anic signification provoke and elicit 
understandings that only those thus prepared can achieve. 


Evolution and Expansion 

While the full textual archeology of the two summative works by al-ZarkashI and al- 
Suyutl remains to be done, a sketch of the excavation plan for such an endeavor can 
be drawn from the genres of early Islamic literature that I have just described. Centuries 
of development and consolidation contributed to the full classical formulation of the 
Qur'anic sciences and that formulation, in turn, has generated its own continuing 
legacy. In a fashion not unlike that of the centuries-long dissemination of medieval 
scholastic theology and philosophy, this legacy has manifested itself as both a curricu¬ 
lum and a literary tradition, I have used the term summa to characterize the Burhan 
and the Itqan, a term most commonly associated with the medieval masterpiece penned 
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by Thomas Aquinas, the Summa theologica}^ Just as that work decisively influenced the 
church pedagogy of subsequent centuries, so too have these “summas” of the Qur’anic 
sciences shaped the contours of all future study of the Qur'an. A quick glance through 
the modern Arabic textbooks mentioned in the first paragraphs of this chapter will 
confirm this comment. A similar scan of their English-language counterparts (e.g., von 
Denffer 1983; Qadhi 1999) will serve the same function. While the structure and 
arrangement may vary from one to another of these books - as well as the dozens of 
others like them - all of them replicate significant portions of the classical formulation 
of the Qur'anic sciences. 

It is not, however, only the curricula of Islamic schools and universities that re¬ 
produce, from one generation to the next, the traditional compendia of the Qur'an 
sciences. The foundational works of Western scholarship on the Qur'an have also been 
built upon this basis. Theodor Noldeke’s Geschichte des Qorans, a work that remains 
indispensable for all critical scholarship on the Qur'an, draws extensively on the Itqdn, 
making very frequent and specific citation of it (Noldeke 1909-38). He constructs, for 
example, his influential discussion of the chronology of the Qur'anic suras directly on 
al-SuyutI and his sources with, of course, extensive refinement and variation (Noldeke 
1909-38:1, 58 ff.; cf. Bowering 2001: 320-6). Both the shape and the substance of 
modern Western scholarship on the Qur'an remains, in very large measure, tied to the 
traditional questions, concerns, and categories of its medieval Muslim antecedents 
(Arkoun 1982: xx-xxv). That scholarship, however, does not operate within the same 
theological framework as the classical Qur'anic sciences and its understanding of 
history, philology, and literary genesis is consequently different. It has also brought 
some new topics to the table, such as the manuscript tradition of the Qur'an, the cre¬ 
ation of printed editions, and the centuries of translation activity, topics that have now 
become part of contemporary Muslim teaching and research. Finally, in an intriguing 
example of cultural dialectic, the work of Western scholars (Arabic mustashriqm, 
i.e. “Orientalists”) has itself become a subject within the expanded agenda of 
modern Muslim scholarship on the Qur'an (McAullffe 2003: 445-6; Saghir 1999; 
Banl ‘ Amir 2004). 


Notes 

1 The piural of “sciences” is important because this field must not be confused with the 
contemporary, and largely quixotic quest, by some Muslim scholars and scientists to find 
references in the Qur’an to current scientific knowledge (Dallal 2004). 

2 Al-Suyutl’s teacher, Muhammad b. Sulayman al-KafiyajI (d. 879/1474), also produced a 
related work with the stated aim of improving upon earlier ones (al-KafiyajI 1990:116-17) 
but this effort is dismissed by al-Suyutl as insufficient (al-Suyuti 1967; I, 4). 

3 For the educational world of Mamluk Cairo see Berkey (1992). 

4 Al-Suyutl’s penchant for self-adulation has not escaped criticism. While acknowledging the 
excellence of the Itqan, Ignace Goldziher excoriates its author for his “vanity” and “pompous 
style” (Goldziher 1871). A contemporary biographer, al-SakhawT (d. 902/1497), accused 
him of what amounts to plagiarism, appropriating the work of others and, with slight alter¬ 
ation, presenting it as his own (Meursinge 1839: 22). 
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5 Trying to organize the eighty chapters of the Itqan has tempted other colleagues (see Arkoun 
1982: ix; Balhan 2001: 24-9; Gilliot 2005). 

6 Apparently, al-Thbari’s commentary was not widely disseminated in the several centuries 
immediately succeeding his own and a modern editor of his tafsir has lamented the lack of 
extant manuscripts. Yet he also points to its use by such subsequent commentators as al- 
Qurtubl(d. 671/1271), AbuHayyanal-Gharnatl(d. 745/1344),IbnKathir(d. 774/1373), 
al-Suyuti and al-Shawkani (d. 1250/1832) (see the introduction by M. M. Shakir and 
A. M. Sh a kir in al-Thbarl 1969:1, 13-14). 

7 It has recently been argued that al-ThaTabi’s (d. 427/1035) al-Kashf wa ’1-baym ‘an tafsir 
al-Qur’an was a more important conduit of this early material (Saleh 2004; also see the 
chapter by Saleh in this book). Many post-Tabari commentaries on the Qur’an are 
introduced with a discussion of multiple aspects of the Qur’anic sciences. Of particular note 
are those of Ibn 'Atiyya (d. 541/1147) and Ibn Bistam (see Gilliot 2005), which are 
published in Jeffery (1954). In fact, al-Suyuti’s Itqan was conceived as an introduction 
to an unfinished commentary, Majma’ al-bahrayn wa math’ al-badrayn (al-Suyuti 
1967:1, 14). 

8 In commenting on Nwyia’s interpretation of this passage, C. Gilliot connects it with al- 
Thbari’s use of a similar statement on the authority of Ibn Mas'ud; “God revealed the Qur’an 
according to five ahruf: lawful and unlawful, clear and ambiguous, and parables” (GiUiot 
1990: 118). 

9 John Wansbrough contrasted this rendition with the later one to be found in al-Suyutl’s 
Itqan (al-SuyuS 1967: IV, 188), which uses only the term tafsir, not the polarity of tafsir/ 
ta’wll (see Wansbrough 1977: 155). 

10 For the relation of the polarity mhir/bdtin to the notion of multiple senses (maanin) see 
Bowering 2003: 346-65. 

11 While the Burhdn and the Itqan express the encyclopaedic character of a summa, the ques¬ 
tion and response structure of a work like the Summa theologica is closer to that of some 
Qur’an commentaries, such as Fakhr al-Din al-RazI’s (d. 606/1210) al-TafsIr al-kabir 
(Mafatih al-ghayb). 
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CHAPTER 28 


Theology 

Binyamin Abrahamov 


In introducing the role of the Qur'an in Islamic theology, this chapter will mainly focus 
on Sunni medieval Islam, although references to sectarian groups and Shl'I Islam will 
be adduced. First, I shall examine the Qur'an as a book containing theological ideas. 
Then the question of whether the Qur'an serves as a stimulus to theological discussions 
will be dealt with. Approaching Islamic theology through its traditional and rational 
trends will serve to function as a preliminary section for discussion of the various 
appearances of the Qur'an in Islamic theology. We shall see that the more rationalist a 
theologian is, the more he uses the Qur'an as corroboration and not a departure for 
his proofs. Qn the other hand the traditionalist employs the Qur'an as the basis for his 
theological theses, but often replaces the Qur'an by traditions which come to the fore. 
The discussion here is not historical, but rather phenomenological; that is, I am outlin¬ 
ing the place of the Qur'an within the main streams in Muslim theology. However, one 
cannot escape the impression that at its beginning, Muslim theology dealt more exten¬ 
sively with interpretations of the Qur'an, and in its later phases somewhat neglected the 
Qur'an in favor of the sunm on the one hand and reason on the other. In the present 
chapter I have concentrated on the role of the Qur'an in theological discussions setting 
aside certain issues such as the Qur'an as a miracle (ijaz al-Qur"an), which may testify 
to the theologians’ estimation of the scripture but not to their true attitude to it as a 
theological device. Finally, the presentation here is not exhaustive; it only indicates the 
main directions taken by Muslim theologians regarding the use of the Qur'an. 


Theology in the Qur’an 

Prophets are not theologians; their teachings are not arranged systematically as are 
theological treatises (Goldziher 1981; 67). However, the Qur'an contains many theo¬ 
logical notions expressed both explicitly and implicitly. The main tenets of Islam are 
scattered throughout the Qur'an in the long and short siiras. These dogmas, as a rule. 
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are stated rather than proved. The existence of God who created the world (Q 6:1) con¬ 
stitutes the foundation of the theology in the Qur'an, God is depicted, inter aha, as Living 
[hayy), Eternal (qayyum). Omniscient (hlfm) and Omnipotent (qadlr) (Q 2:20, 29, 255). 
God acts for the benefit of human beings; He supplies them with sustenance and water 
and designs nature so that they can find their way in the earth (Q 6:95-9).^ God’s unity 
is stated in two ways: the positive (“He is God, the One” Q 112:4) and the negative 
(“There is no god but He” Q 2:163). Sometimes in the context of God’s unity the Qur'an 
inserts a polemic against Christianity: “Those who say that God is the third of three, 
whereas there is no god but He, are unbelievers” (Q 5:73). 

The Qur'an applies expressions to God which when taken literally are anthropo¬ 
morphisms. God is described as sitting on the Throne (Q 20:5), as having a face (Q 
55:27), hands (Q 38:75), eyes (Q 54:14), and as speaking to human beings (Q 2:253). 
Other verses, which contradict the anthropomorphic phrases, express the idea that 
there is no one equal to God (Q 112:4) and that “there is nothing like Him” (Q 42.11). 

On the question of man’s free choice, the literal text of the Qur'an is equivocal in 
the same manner. On the one hand, man can choose his acts freely without God’s inter¬ 
vention, while on the other, he is strictly coerced to act because of God’s decree or pre¬ 
destination, Contrary to Q 18:29: “Whoever wills let him believe and whoever wills let 
him disbelieve” stands Q 76:30: “You will not unless God wills.” The notion that 
human beings are completely subject to God’s rule and power contradicts the notion 
of human responsibility based on man’s free choice. In addition to the idea of God’s 
omnipotence and will to which human beings are subject, the Qur'an speaks of 
God’s guidance (huda) and leading astray (daldl) in two different manners: Either God 
guides a man or leads him astray before he acts, which implies predetermination, or He 
does so after a man acts, meaning that He rewards or punishes him. These two terms 
and others, such as God’s giving sustenance (rizq) or sealing man’s heart (khatm) so 
that he cannot understand God’s admonitions and as a result disbelieves, together with 
ajal (the appointed time of death - Q 6:2), hash (acquisition - Q 2:286) and acW (justice 
- 0 16:90) play a great role in later theological discussions about free will and predes¬ 
tination (Watt 1948: 12-17). 

Numerous instances of the verbs dmana (he believed) and kafara (he disbelieved) and 
their derivatives occur in the Qur'an. However, the Qur'an provides us with no defini¬ 
tion of either belief {Imdn) or disbelief {kufr). Qnly once are we told that a difference 
exists between belief and isldm: 

The Bedouins say: “We believe” (amanna). Say: “You do not believe, but say: ‘We surren¬ 
der’ (aslamna), for belief has not yet entered your hearts.” (Q 49:14) 

Here the verb aslamna seems to convey the formal acceptance of Islam, whereas Imdn 
(belief) is connected with a feeling of the heart. This feeling may increase owing to God’s 
acts (Q 3:173; 48:4; 74;31). The worst form of unbelief is to ascribe partners to God 
[shirk), which is a sin He will not pardon (Q 4:116). 

The content of belief is mentioned many times. Qne must believe in God, His angels. 
His books. His messengers and the resurrection (Q 2:62, 285). According to the Qur'an 
the unbelievers will enter hell and the believers will enter Paradise (Q 4:116-24), In 
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this world, the believers must shun the unbelievers: they should not become the latter’s 
friends and they should light against them (Q 3:28; 9:1-5, 36). 

The verb fasaqa ‘an means to transgress God’s orders, meaning to sin. Satan was 
ordered to prostrate himself before Adam and “he transgressed God’s command (fasaqa 
an amr mbbihi - Q 18:50). The derivatives of this verb are sometimes related to belief 
and unbelief: “Is the believer (mu’min) lilce the unbeliever (Jasiq)? They are not equal” 
(Q 32:18). Two types of sins are mentioned in the Qur'an: minor sins (saghlra; plural 
saghd'ir) and grave sins (kabira-, plural kabair - Q 18:49: 42:37). Also here we do not 
Imow what sins are subsumed under either kabair or saghair. As in other theological 
notions and terms, this lacuna is expanded by the theologians. 


The Qur’an as Stimulus to Theological Discussions 

Besides the above-mentioned list of theological ideas and terms in the Qur'an, two addi¬ 
tional factors have motivated the development of theology in Islam,^ The first is the 
polemics between God and human beings and between prophets and their peoples. God 
provided Abraham with an argument so that he could refute his people. “That is our 
argument. We gave it to Abraham against his folic” (Q 6:83). Likewise, a debate 
occurred between Muhammad and his people: ‘And those who argue [against the 
prophet] concerning God^ after he [the prophet] has been Icnown [as prophet], their 
argument is invalid in God’s eyes” (Q 42:16). The notion that human beings cannot 
refute God after His sending of messengers to mankind is best exemplified in the fol¬ 
lowing verse: “[We have sent] messengers to announce [God’s reward for the believers] 
and to warn [them of God’s punishment to the evil-doers] in order that human beings 
might have no argument against God after [His sending of] messengers” (Q 4:165). 
Moreover, Muhammad is ordered to call people to the religion by certain means includ¬ 
ing disputation: “Call to the way of your Lord by [using] wisdom, good exhortation, and 
dispute with them in the better way” (Q 6:125). In like manner, he must dispute the 
People of the Book (Jews and Christians) in the better way (Q 29:46). 

Having spoken in general of the Qur'an’s use of arguments, we now proceed to some 
specific arguments. One of the most repeated themes in the Qur'an is the resurrection 
(called, among other names, al-qiydma: see EI2 2004: “Idyama”). The Arab pagans 
believed that God created the heavens and the earth (Q 29:61), but did not believe in 
the resurrection. They asked: “Who shall restore us to life.? Say: ‘He who created you at 
the first time’ ” (Q 17:51). Here the Qur'an uses an a fortiori argument, namely, if the 
pagans believe in the greatest work of God, that being the creation of the world, then 
they should believe in a lesser work of God, that is, the resurrection (cf. Q 75:37-40). 
Similarly, a syllogism is made between God’s revivification of the earth by water and 
the resurrection (Q 35:9). 

In opposition to the pagans and Christians (according to the Qur'an the latter 
believed in three divinities), the Qur'an puts forward an argument later known as daHl 
al-tamdnu‘ (the argument from mutual hypothetical prevention - see below) to prove 
God’s unity. It reads: “If there were in the heavens and the earth gods other than God, 
they [the heavens and the earth] would be ruined” (Q 21:22). In another formulation 
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of this argument clearly directed towards the Christians, the Qur'an states: “God has 
not taken to Himself any son, nor is there any god with Him, [if it were so], then each 
god would take off what he created and some of them would rise up over others” 
(Q 23:91). Thus the state of a stable world proves its being ruled and directed by the 
one God. 

Every Muslim unquestioningly regards the Qur an as the realization of the absolute 
truth. However, contradictions in central issues discussed above, such as anthropo¬ 
morphism vis-a-vis its negation, urged Muslims to find solutions to these inconsisten¬ 
cies which might impair the perception of the Qur'an’s perfection. The arguable 
condition of the Qur'anic text has been one of the major internal stimuli for the emer¬ 
gence of Islamic theology and the attempt to create through interpretation and theo¬ 
logical discussion of a coherent doctrine. 

To sum up, the Qur'an provides Muslims with theological notions, terms, forms of 
arguments, and models of debates. To some extent, these elements have affected the 
Qur'an’s position in Islamic theology. 

Types of Theology 

The role of the Qur'an in Islamic theology can be best apprehended through exam¬ 
ination of the different theological trends in Islam. The categorization of this theology 
as it relates to reason and the sunna may lead us to lucid conclusions, because Muslim 
theologians naturally cite Qur'anic verses which affirm their position vis-a-vis these 
two sources of knowledge. Along broad lines, it is possible to differentiate between 
rationalist and traditionalist theologians. By rationalist theologians I mean thinkers 
who rely on reason as their sole argument in theological discussion and who prefer 
reason to the Qur'an in cases of contradiction between the two. (In the broader context 
of rationalism versus traditionalism, we may add to the Qur'an, the sunna and ijma \ 
the consensus either of religious experts or of all Muslims). Qf course, a purely ration¬ 
alist theologian, that is, a theologian who employs only rational arguments without 
any reference to the Qur'an, cannot be reckoned as a Muslim: therefore, when I speak 
of rationalist theologians I mean those who base their theological arguments, mainly 
but not exclusively, on reason. In Islamic theology the most radical of the rationalists 
were the Mu‘tazila.’‘ The traditionalists, on the other hand, rely first and foremost on 
the Qur'an, the sunna, and the consensus as their basis of theology. Here we can dis¬ 
tinguish between pure traditionalism, which means sole dependence on these sources, 
and other forms of traditionalism which move from the extreme towards reason. 
However, reason cannot serve them as a point of departure, but only as corroboration 
(Abrahamov 1998: vii-xi). 


Traditionalist theology 

Among the traditionalists a distinction is made between the speculative theologians 
who are called mutakaUimW ahl al-hadith (the speculative theologians of the people of 
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the Iwdith; Ibn ‘Asakir 1984: 105), and those who do not employ speculative theology. 
The latter sometimes prefer the tradition {sunna) to the Qur'an. I shall now introduce 
examples showing how the Qur'an was utilized among these previously mentioned 
groups. As I have said, the materials are not arranged historically but phenomenolog¬ 
ically, The discussion here begins with the traditionalists and ends with the rationalists. 

First, it is important to realize that the traditionalists were aware of the Qur'an’s 
inadequacy to supply believers with both legal and theological solutions. The tradi¬ 
tionalist theologian al-AjurrI (d. 360/970) declares one who accepts only what is 
found in the Qur'an an evil man. All God’s ordinances are Imown only through the 
messenger’s traditions. The Qur'an’s status is equal to that of the sunna, a comparison 
that is proved through Q 4:59: “... If you dispute about any matter, refer it to God and 
the messenger...” A tradition brought forward by al-AjurrI explains that “to God” 
means to God’s book, while “the messenger” means to the messenger’s traditions. Here, 
a Qur'anic verse legitimizes the equal status of the sunna and the Qur'an (al-Ajurrl 
1983: 49-53: cf. Abrahamov 1998: 3-4). 

Notwithstanding the comparison between the Qur'an and the sunna, the Qur'an is 
elevated to the position of uncreated being (al-Quran ghayr makhluq), because it is God’s 
speech (kalam) or knowledge (ilm), which are God’s eternal attributes (al-AjurrI 1983: 
75-6). In the chapter dealing with this issue, most of the materials cited by al-Ajurrl 
are traditions, and the few Qur'an verses he quotes are interpreted according to tradi¬ 
tions. Qne of these few is Q 7:54: “Verily, to Him belong the creation and the command.” 
The creation is interpreted to mean God’s created things, and the command is the 
Qur'an itself which is not reckoned among the created things. 

When the Qur'an provides verses supporting the author’s thesis, he cites them all. 
Al-Ajurrl expresses the usual traditionalist dogma concerning the elements of faith. 
Faith is composed of three principal parts: (a) the belief in the heart (al-tasdiq bil-qalb); 
(b) the affirmation of God’s unity and Muhammad’s mission by uttering the shahada; 
and (c) carrying out God’s precepts. Al-Ajurrl refutes those who hold only the first two 
roots of faith,*’ by citing fifty-six verses which prove that fulfilling God’s commands is a 
requisite for faith. The verses are quoted almost without comment, which creates the 
impression that the author regards the Qur'an as a theological source which needs no 
interpretation. In this case, al-Ajurrl is right, for these verses connect belief with the 
doing of good deeds: see, for example, Q 4:57, 122: 7:42; 14:23; 18:30; and 20:82, 

However, in contradistinction to his treatment of faith, when dealing with the 
problem of predestination and free will, al-Ajurrl is very careful to select verses which 
fit his doctrine of predestination which is very probably dictated by the traditions. Here 
(al-Ajurrl 1983: 149-68) we cannot speak of Qur'anic theology, but rather of a the¬ 
ology which seeks corroboration from the Qur'an, Thus, verses which teach that God 
puts a seal on one’s heart, ears, and eyes so that one is unable to hear God’s message 
and hence unable to believe are cited (Q 2:6-7; 4:155; 5:41). Likewise, the author cites 
verses dealing with God’s guidance and leading astray (al-hudd, al-daldl - Q 4:88; 6:39, 
149: 7:186). In his view, God guides and leads human beings astray from the begin¬ 
ning; thus, whomever God leads astray is incapable of believing in Him. Conversely no 
attempt is made to interpret other verses (Q 2:26; 14:27; 40:74) which suggest God’s 
leading astray as a punishment for man’s unbelief or evil-doing. For example, Q 14:27 
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reads: “God leads astray the wrong-doers” which may imply that leading astray is a 
reaction to transgression of the laws. Like many other traditionalists, who base their 
theology on the Qur’an, al-Ajurri holds that everything depends on God’s will, even 
man’s wiU: “You do not will unless God wills” (Q 81:29). 

Some theological dogmas are plainly dictated by the Qur’an, and the relevant tradi¬ 
tions are cited in support of these. This is the case with man’s seeing of God regarded 
by aU Muslims as the highest reward that God will give human beings in the hereafter 
(al-Ajurri 1983: 251-76). The cornerstone of this doctrine is Q 75:22-3: “Qn that day 
(on the resurrection) faces shall be luminous looking at their Lord” (ila rabbihd ndzira). 
This verse is accompanied with other less lucid verses and with many traditions to the 
same effect. Contrary to his treatment of predestination, here, al-Ajurri willingly refers 
to a verse whose plain meaning may refute the present doctrine: “The eyes [literally: 
the glances - al-absdr] do not perceive Him, and He perceives the eyes” (Q 6:103). Ratio¬ 
nalist thinlcers, such as the Jahmites^ and the Mu'tazilites, use this verse to claim that 
it is impossible to see God. Al-Ajurri, however, interprets the verb “he perceived” to 
mean “he encompassed a thing by seeing” meaning “he saw the whole thing,” just as 
one says “I saw the sea, ” but he did not see the whole sea (al-Ajurri 1983:276). Accord¬ 
ingly, the Qur’an teaches us that one cannot see God as a whole, but only part of 
Him. Here, the author uses a lexical device to interpret a verse and hence to solve a 
theological problem. 

Another means used by the traditionalists to understand a Qur’anic verse is called 
istinbdt (literally: finding, discovery). Here, the interpretation of a verse is based on 
reason (al-Jurjani 1978: 22), One of the most often cited verses in the long-running 
dispute over the creation of the Qur’an* is Q 36:82: “His order, when He wills a thing, 
is only to say to it ‘be’ and it is.” Everything is created through the creation word “be” 
uttered by God. Now, if this word is also created, it follows that there will be an endless 
chain of creations, which is an absurdity. Hence, “be,” God’s speech, is not created, 
which proves that the Qur’an, God’s speech, is uncreated (al-Lalalca’11990:1,217-18). 
I call this process an act of rationality, to be differentiated from rationalism, since the 
theological conclusion or proof is derived on the basis of the Qur’an, but only with rea¬ 
soning. In rationalism the basis is reason, and the Qur’an, if it is involved in the process, 
plays only a role of corroboration. 

Another theology dominated by traditions is that of the ShaliTte traditionalist 
theologian al-Lalaka’I (d. 418/102 7). Although he uses istinbdt, his theology is largely 
dominated by traditions. His discussion of predestination (al-Lalaka’1 1990:11, 577-8) 
begins with a list of relevant verses and a few interpretive notes, but the whole section 
is devoted to traditions. Sometimes, for example, in the section treating the Murji’ites 
(al-Lalaka’I 1990: III, 986-1007), there are no quotations from the Qur’an, though 
the author could have cited some relevant verses. Thus the Qur’an is replaced by 
traditions. 

In his al-Radd 'aid al-zanddiqa wa’l-jahmiyya (“The Refutation of the Heretics and the 
Jahmiyya”), Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241/855), after whom the Hanbalite school is named, 
refutes Jahm b. Safwan by using Qur’anic verses through the method of tafsTr al-Qur’dn 
bi’I-Quran, meaning the interpretation of Qur’anic verses by other Qur’anic verses. 
Qne may assume that this form of argumentation is employed because his adversary 
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uses Qur'anic verses to support his own theses. Hence, our author is forced to use the 
same weapon. In the above-mentioned work Ibn Hanbal’s theology is expressed through 
the plain meaning of the Qur'an. This attitude can be best summarized by Ibn Hanbal’s 
sentence, which is brought after introducing certain verses (for example, Q2:255;7:54; 
16:50) regarding God’s abode: “This is God’s report in which He informs us that He is 
in the heaven” (al-Nashshar and al-’Talibl 1971:93). Also in al-Ikhtilaf fi"l-lafz wa 1-radd 
"aid d-Jahmiyya wa’l-mushabbiha (“The Controversy Concerning the Utterance [of the 
Qur'an]^ and the Refutation of the Jahmiyya and the Anthropomorphists”) written by 
the traditionalist theologian Ibn Qutayba (d. 276/889), the dependence on the Qur an 
in the refutation is dictated by the Qur'anic arguments of the opponent (al-Nashshar 
and al-'Talibl 1971: 233). 

In his al-Radd "aid al-}ahmiyya (“The Refutation of the Jahmites”), the traditionalist 
theologian Abu SaTd al-DarimI (d. 280/893) discusses the Qur'anic verses in a ratio¬ 
nal way. Rejoining to the Jahmites’ dogma that God is everywhere, meaning that He 
rules every place, al-Dariml asks what is then the meaning of God’s particularization 
of the throne among all other places, to which the Jahmites have no answer. This proves 
their doctrine to be untenable. An argument from disjunction which follows shows that 
al-DarimI may be considered among the speculative theologians in the traditionalist 
circles (mutakallimuahl al-hadith). Notwithstanding, he asks the Jahmites to prove their 
dogma in the following order: first, proofs from the Qur'an, then from the Tradition and 
then from the consensus of the Muslims. The Jahmites claim that they seek to argue on 
the basis of Qur'anic verses alone without resorting to the exegetes’ interpretations, to 
which al-DarimI responds that they should pay attention to the whole verse and not 
only to phrases taken out of context. In doing so, the argument of the Qur'an is deeper 
and clearer than other arguments (al-Nashshar and al-'Talibl 1971: 268-70). Thus 
al-DarimI plainly states that the Qur'an furnishes the best argument in theological 
debates. A further development of this notion considered the Qur'an the origin of ratio¬ 
nal arguments. 

The approach regarding the Qur'an as a source of both rational arguments and the¬ 
ological terms was further expanded among certain later traditionalists, mainly spec¬ 
ulative theologians. The first was Abu '1-Hasan al-Ash‘arI (d. 324/935), the eponym of 
the Ash'arite school of theology. Though first a MuTazilite thinker, he later converted 
to traditionalism and defended Ibn HanbaTs theses through speculative arguments. 
His Risdlaji istihsdn al-khawdji "Urn al-kaldm (“An Epistle Concerning the Approval of 
Dealing with the Science of the Speculative Theology:” al-Ash‘arI 1953: 87-97) refutes 
the claim that the Qur'an and the sunna are devoid of speculative theology. Al-Ash‘arl 
sets out the principle that the Qur'an and the sunna contain the roots of this kind of 
theology in a general way. For our purpose we shall deal only with the Qur'an. 

Al-Ash‘arl refers to the four modes of being {kawn; plural akwdn): movement 
(haraka), immobility [sukiin), combination (ijtimd") and separation (iftirdq). These con¬ 
stitute a genus of accidents which must inhere in the substances (Peters 1976:128-32; 
Gimaret 1990: 99-120). According to al-Ash'arl, it is possible to learn about the acci¬ 
dent of movement from the story of Abraham (Q 6:76-9) who intermittently declared 
the star, the moon, and the sun to be his Lord, but after seeing their disappearances and 
being aware of their movements from place to place, he believed in God, because it is 
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inconceivable for God to disappear and to move from place to place (al-Ash‘ari 
1953: 89). 

Likewise the proof from hypothetical mutual prevention {datil al-tamdnu see above) 
for God’s unity is founded on Qur'anic verses (Q 13:16; 21:22; 23:91) which teach that 
the existence of more than one god would ruin the world. The possibility of the resur¬ 
rection is proved in the Qur’an through verses (Q 7:29; 30:27; 36:79) that assert that 
if God was able to create the world from nothing, it is far easier for Him to vivify the 
dead (al-Ash‘arI 1953: 89-91). 

Those who denied God’s creation of the world and the second creation, namely, the 
resurrection, and believed in the eternity of the world, introduced a false argument 
against the resurrection. Basing themselves on the law of contradiction, they argued 
that life is characterized by humidity and heat, while death is defined by coldness and 
dryness. Thus how can these contradictory elements be brought together in one place.? 
Al-Ash'ari admitted that two opposites cannot be combined in one substrate; however, 
they can exist in two substrates by way of vicinity. This he learns from Q 36:80 which 
reads: “God created for you lire out of the green tree so that you can kindle from it.” 
Consequently, it is proved that fire, which is characterized by heat and dryness, comes 
out of the green tree characterized by coldness and humidity. This further demonstrates 
that life may come after death (al-Ash‘arT 1953: 91). ft seems that here al-Ash‘arI not 
only points to the fact that the Qur’an puts forth theological arguments, but also that 
the Qur’an anticipates the claims of the opponents of Islam. 

Another principle, which pertains to the doctrine of atoms, states that every body 
has an end and that an atom {iuzy° cannot be divided. This is proved on the basis of 
Q 36:12: “We have counted every thing in a clear register,” Al-Ash‘arl concludes that 
it is impossible to count that which is endless or that which is divisible ad infinitum 
(al-Ash‘arI 1953: 92-3). 

In sum, al-Ash‘arI turned the Qur’an into the essential foundation of theological 
terms and speculative arguments and in so doing paved the way towards the elabora¬ 
tion of the notion that there is no contradiction between reason and revelation, for 
revelation includes the principles of the rational arguments. 

A similar approach to rational arguments and hence to the Qur’an was advanced 
by Abu Mansur al-Maturldl (d. 333/944), a contemporary of al-Ash‘arI and the 
eponym of the Maturldite school of theology (on this school see EI2 2004: “al- 
Maturldiyya”). He states that religion is known through rational proofs (Abrahamov 
1998: 86n). For example, a man is recognized as a true prophet first by an examina¬ 
tion of his character and then through sensual and rational proofs. For all these 
proofs, in al-Maturldl’s view, the Qur’an supplies the Muslims with pieces of evidence 
(al-Maturldl 1970: 202-10). 

The Zahirl^^ theologian, jurisprudent, and heresiographer Ibn Hazm (d. 456/1064) 
also advocates the use of reason in religious matters including theology. But this use is 
subject to the teachings of the Qur’an; otherwise, rational arguments are nothing but 
personal preferences of theologians and philosophers. The Qur’an explains everything 
which pertains to religion, as Q 16:89 testifies: “We have revealed to you the scripture 
explaining all things.” Thus, for example, contrary to the Ash'arites who derive some 
of God’s names from His characteristics, Ibn Hazm permits only the use of the names 
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and attributes of God which occur in the Qur'an {EI2 2004: “Ibn Hazm”), Clearly, the 
Qur'an plays a central role in Ibn Hazm’s theology. 

The Qur'an also occupies a high place in al-Ghazall’s (d. 505/1111) Ash'arite theo¬ 
logy, although he introduced Greek logic into Islamic theology. How did he reconcile 
these two seemingly opposed sources of knowledge.? Probably following al-Ash‘arI, 
al-Ghazall continues to elaborate the notion that the Qur'an is the basis of rational 
arguments. In al-Ghazall’s view expressed in his al-Qistas al-mustaqim (“The Just 
Balance”), God is the first teacher, the second is Jibrll (Gabriel, the conveyer of revela¬ 
tion), and the third is the messenger. By God and Jibrll he means the teachings of the 
Qur'an, and by the messenger, the teachings of the sunna. However, his treatment of 
the subject is more detailed, technical, and sophisticated than that of al-Ash'arl, for he 
seeks to prove that the three Aristotelian figures of syllogism and the two Stoic con¬ 
junctive and disjunctive syllogisms are found in the Qur'an (Marmura 1975: 102; 
Abrahamov 1993a: 145). Each syllogism is called a “balance” (qistds) because by these 
devices one can weigh the true Imowledge. 

As an example let us take the first figure of syllogism in Aristotle’s Prior Analytics, I, 
3 (McKeon 1941: 68). Al-Ghazall calls it the “great balance of the equality balances” 
(al-mlzdn al-akbar min mawdzTn al-taadul), and along with the middle balance (al-mizdn 
al-awsat) and the small balance (al-mizdn al-asghar), they constitute the three Aris¬ 
totelian figures of syllogism. According to al-Ghazall, Abraham used this kind of syl¬ 
logism when disputing with Nimrud who declared that, like God, he gives fife and causes 
death. Consequently, Abraham said to him: “God causes the sun to rise from the east, 
so bring it from the west” (Q 2:258). On the basis of this verse al-Ghazall builds his syl¬ 
logism in the following way: (a) Every being which is capable of making the sun rise is 
God; (b) My god is capable of making the sun rise; and the conclusion is (c) My god is 
God. The first premise is known through the agreement of all people that God is able to 
do everything, including making the sun rise. We know the second premise by seeing 
that Nimrud and all other beings are incapable of making the sun rise (al-Ghazall 
1996; 184-5). Thus, the Qur'an appears in al-Ghazall’s teaching not only as a source 
of arguments but also as a source of logic, as a balance through which one weighs 
the truth. 

The famous Hanbalite jurist and theologian Ibn Taymiyya (d. 728/1328) expresses 
a similar attitude towards the Qur'an. In his view, "aqliyydt (proofs known through 
reason) can be derived from the Qur'an and the sunna. The Qur'an points at, draws 
one’s attention to, and explains rational arguments, although some rational proofs can 
be known through observation (Ibn Taymiyya 1979;I,199f.; Abrahamov 19 9 2; 2 6 7). 

Later Ash'arite mutakallimm reveal different approaches to the Qur'an, In his 
Ghdyat al-mardmji llm al-kaldm (“The Utmost Aspiration in the Science of Kalam”), the 
Ash'arite mutakallim Sayf al-DIn al-AmidI (d. 631/1233), being greatly influenced by 
philosophy, almost ignores the Qur'an. It is highly surprising to see whole chapters 
dealing with religious issues such as man’s seeing of God in the hereafter (al-AmidI 
1971: 159-78) or prophecy and miracles (al-Amidl 1971: 317-40) accompanied by 
very few verses which serve only as support, not as a point of departure. However, in 
another kaldm work, which is the basis of Ghdyat al-mardm, entitled Abkdr al-afkdr (“The 
Eirst Thoughts”) he employs Qur'anic proofs (al-AmidI 1971: 16). 
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Contrary to al-AmidI, Fakhr al-DIn al-RazI (d. 606/1209), an Ash'arite theologian 
also known for his command of philosophy, continues to maintain the high place of the 
Qur'an in his writings. However, Qur'anic proofs occupy the secondary place in his dis¬ 
cussion, for example, on the issue of God’s creation of man’s acts,^^ while rational 
proofs appear foremost in this discussion (al-RazT 1987: IX, 19-198). 

Al-RazI substantiates his hierarchy of proofs stating that verbal proofs, meaning 
those which stem from the Qur'anic text, do not provide us with certainty, and on the 
issue of who creates man’s acts one must have certainty. Hence, it is forbidden to base 
the resolution of this question on traditional proofs. He further explains that verbal 
proofs are based on ten matters and that each of these is probable; hence, that which 
is based on a probable matter is probable. The very characteristics of the language 
of the Qur'an, states al-Razl, prevents the possibility of attaining certainty. For 
example, the Qur'an is full of omissions and concealed contents, thus a positive state¬ 
ment may turn into a negative one and vice versa. The absence of omissions and con¬ 
cealed contents is also probable. Probability also results from the possibility of various 
meanings of words. 

Special attention should be paid to the question of the contradiction between 
Qur'anic verses and reason, Al-RazI illustrates one such contradiction by pointing to 
the anthropomorphic phrases in the Qur'an.^^ In such a case, one should use reason 
to overcome the sunm. Reason is the basis of the sunna, because one cannot believe in 
the sunm unless one uses rational proofs. In the present issue the solution is to figura¬ 
tively interpret the anthropomorphic verses. 

In sum, al-RazI considers the Qur'an a weak device for attaining certainty with 
regard to theological problems in general and on the issue of predestination in 
particular. However, he disapproves of the claim that the Qur'an is defamed because of 
contradictory verses regarding the issue of predestination (some of which defend man’s 
choice as opposed to others which defend God’s predetermination). The Qur'an 
may contain plain meaning (haqiqa) as well as figurative speech (majaz), and the way 
to solve the problem of contradictory statements is to use majaz (al-RazI 1987: IX, 
113-33). Also he defends the division of the Qur'an into self-evident verses [muhkamat] 
and ambiguous verses [mutashabihat) as we are informed in Q 3:7, arguing that 
such a division motivates learning and the use of rational proofs and supplies all 
ideological systems in Islam with Qur'anic support for their tenets (al-RazI 1987: 
VII, 172). 


Rationalist theoiogy 

It seems that like other later Ash'arites, al-RazI adopted the rationalist approach of the 
philosophers or of the Mu'tazila. The latter were the first adherents of rationalism in 
Islam, Their rationalism is expressed by the notion that God and the world can be exam¬ 
ined through the Intellect which God creates in human beings. One can know God’s 
existence. His unity and attributes through reason. Likewise, one is capable of under¬ 
standing the creation and structure of the world and man and his actions. Conse¬ 
quently, they hold that the world is directed according to rational rules and that even 



430 BINYAMIN ABRAHAMOV 


God is subject to these rules. Contrary to the traditionalists’ perception, the rationalist 
approach holds it quite possible to know God without the support of the Qur an 
(Abrahamov 1998; 32). 

The Mu'tazilite ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 414-16/1023-5) wrote a treatise entitled Fail al- 
Ftizal wa-tabaqat al-mu\azila (“The Superiority of the Mu'tazUites and their Biogra¬ 
phies”) in which he expounds the rationalist approach. Surprisingly enough, but not 
uncommon, as we shall see, among the Mu'tazilites, he begins his discussion of man’s 
best way to Imowledge by citing Q 6:153: “This is my straight path, so follow it and do 
not follow [other] paths lest they cause you to divert from His path.” Since, says ‘Abd 
al-Jabbar, the straight path is not known through seeing, it is incumbent on man to 
follow proofs and to speculate on them in order to know. Following this verse, he states 
that there is only one way to true Imowledge, while ignorance has infinite ways to 
express itself. Although our author is a master of rationalism, he bases his doctrine of 
one true path on the Qur'an, However, the first proof in ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s view is the 
rational proof, because through this form of reason one can distinguish between good 
and evil and know that the Qur'an, the sunna and the consensus are proofs. We Imow 
through reason, says ‘Abd al-Jabbar, that God exists, that He is one, that He is wise and 
that He sent messengers to mankind with miracles. Through this knowledge we Imow 
that the Messenger’s statements are proofs, meaning that the sunna is right, and the 
sunna in turn legitimizes the consensus (‘Abd al-Jabbar 1986: 138-9). 

Notwithstanding the placing of reason as the first proof, the Mu‘tazilites did not 
neglect the Qur'an as the base of their doctrines. Mankdim (d. 425/1034), a Zaydite^^ 
commentator of ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Kitdb al-usul al-khamsa (“The Book of the Five Princi¬ 
ples”), states in his Shark al-usul al-khamsa^^ (“The Interpretation of the Five Principles”) 
that, concerning the issue of seeing God, it is possible to draw conclusions from both 
reason and revelation (‘aql and sam"), because the soundness of revelation does not 
depend on this issue. According to Mankdim’s rule, it is allowed to prove each theo¬ 
logical issue through revelation provided that the soundness of revelation does not 
depend on this issue (‘Abd al-Jabbar 1965: 233). The soundness of prophecy (‘Abd al- 
Jabbar 1965: 563-6), for example, cannot be based on revelation, because this would 
entail a vicious circle. 

The Mu‘tazilites’ high estimation of the Qur'an is further evidenced in their exhaus¬ 
tive treatments of the miracle of the Qur'an (ijdz al-Quran) and by their refuting of 
defamations of the Qur'an (‘Abd al-Jabbar 1960). But it is worth noting that the 
Mu‘tazilites were blamed at times for not referring to the Qur'an in the formulation of 
their theological theses. Ibn al-Rawandl (d. 245/860 or 298/912), who was first a 
Mu‘tazilite but later became an adversary of the Mu‘tazilites (Stroumsa 1999: 37-9), 
censured the Mu‘tazilites for not basing their arguments for the knowledge of God’s 
existence and His attributes on the Qur'an and the sunna. In his rejoinder to Ibn 
al-Rawandl’s accusation, the Baghdadian Mu‘tazilite Abu '1-Husayn al-Khayyat (d. 
300/913) plainly states that, according to the Mu‘tazilites, one of God’s messages is the 
Qur'an, and that “it is their argument against their adversaries in the subjects of God’s 
unity (tawind) and justice ( adl), the promise and the threat (al-wa‘d wa’l-wa‘Id) and 
the order to do good and the prohibition to do evil”^^ (al-Khayyat 1957: 43 of the 
Arabic text). 
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Yet, despite the above, we find elsewhere an Ash'arite reference to the Mu'tazilite 
use of Qur'anic verses in their treatment of theological matters. Fakhr al-DIn al-RazI 
devotes some sections of his al-Matdlib al-Wya min al-‘ilm al-ildhi (“The High Issues of 
Metaphysics”) to a discussion on the use of the Qur'an by the Mu'tazila in the question 
of free will and predestination, or more exactly, to the question of who creates man’s 
acts: Is it God or man.? The first possibility implies predestination. According to al-RazI, 
the Mu'tazilites draw the conclusion that the Qur'an denies predestination not only 
from separate verses, which he cites and to which he responds, but also from the very 
structure of the Qur'an. The Qur'an deals with three main issues: (a) proofs for God’s 
unity, prophecy and the hereafter; (b) commands and prohibitions, praising of the good- 
doers and dispraising the evil-doers; and (c) stories which urge man to obey God’s com¬ 
mands. The gist of the Mu'tazilite argumentation here is that if God created man’s acts, 
it would have been of no avail to bring forth the contents of the Qur'an, for ought 
implies can; that is, if a man is prevented from creating his own acts, there is no benefit 
in teaching him obedience to God (al-Razi 1987: 275-354). Thus the contents of the 
Qur'an prove free choice. 


Conclusion 

Although we have not approached our subject along historical lines, we can safely state 
that, generally speaking and on most issues, the beginning of Islamic theology (the 
first-third/seventh-ninth centuries) is characterized by discussions of Qur'anic verses 
among both traditionalists and rationalists (see, for example, the treatment in Schwarz 
1972). Already in the third/ninth century we can discern an early tendency towards 
the use of traditions instead of Qur'anic verses on the traditionalist side, and on the 
rationalist side reliance on speculative arguments in place of the Qur'an. Thus the posi¬ 
tion of the Qur'an in Islamic theology has been impaired, that is, diluted to some extent 
by both tradition and reason. However, as we have seen, there are other trends. Some 
traditionalist theologians regarded the Qur'an as a source of rational arguments and 
terms and attempted to formulate theological ideas based on both reason and the 
Qur'an. But whatever their approach, the mutakallimm, both rationalists and tradi¬ 
tionalists, have continued to consider the Qur'an as the greatest miracle God did for 
Muhammad, and so defend it against all opponents’ contentions. 


Notes 

1 The argument from design, which proves the existence of God through the wonderful design 
observed all over the world, is fuUy supported by the Qur’an (Abrahamov 1990). 

2 Naturally, other factors contributed to the development of Muslim theology, such as the 
influence of Christian theology and internal political tensions, but these are beyond 
the scope of this chapter (cf. Cook 1980). 

3 They argue that God did not send Muhammad. 

4 The Mu'tazilites are the first rationalists in fslam. They are so named because their alleged 
founders, WasU b. 'Ata’ (d. 131/748) and ‘Amr b. ‘Ubayd (d. 144/761), adopted ascetic 
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conduct (iVzal) (Stroumsa 1990). The school of the Mu'tazila began its activity at the 
beginning of the second/eighth century or by the end of this century at the latest. 

5 In Islam the speculative theology is named kaldm (literally: speech or word), which means 
conversation, discussion, and controversy, and the practitioner of kaldm is a mutakallim. The 
Muslim philosopher al-FarabI (d. 339/950) considers the science of kaldm “a science which 
enables a man to procure the victory of the dogmas and actions laid down by the Legisla¬ 
tor of the religion, and to refute all opinions contradicting them. ” This is done through using 
discursive arguments (EI2 2004: “kalam”). The kaldm discussion is buUt by a mutakallim on 
a question-answer structure in which the questioner, that is, the theological opponent, is 
generally Active (van Ess 1970). 

6 These are the Murji’ites. Their name derives from the verb arj’a meaning to postpone or to 
repel. They held the view that judgment of the grave sinner must be postponed to the here¬ 
after. Alternatively, their name can be understood as those who refused to accept man’s acts 
as being part of the deBnition of belief. See on them EI2 2004: “Murji’a.” 

7 This school is named after Jahm b. Safwan (d. 129/746) and its members appear to be the 
forerunners of the Mu'tazilites on the issue of God’s attributes (Abrahamov 1996: 73-5, 
n. 42). 

8 The Qur’an is God’s speech, that is, one of His attributes. According to the Mu'tazilites, who 
deny the existence of God’s attributes as separate entities In God, because such existence 
would impair God’s unity and eternity, the Qur’an was created by God (al-Qur’dn makhluq). 
The traditionalists who affirm God’s attributes as separate entities existing in God conse¬ 
quently claim that the Qur’an was not created and it is eternal (al-Ash‘ari 1963: 582-600; 
Bouman 1959). 

9 Muslim theologians also disputed about the question of whether the utterance of the Qur’ an 
is created or uncreated. 

10 Here Al-Ash‘ari uses the term atom in a brief manner. Usually, the mutakallimm designate 
atom by al-juz’ alladhi la yatajazza’u (indivisible part) or al-jawhar al-wdhid (the single sub¬ 
stance). (Pines [1936] 1997: 4). Al-Ash‘ari’s statement that every body has an end is 
borrowed from Aristotle (Davidson 1987: 89, 409-11). 

11 The Zahiriyya school of law and theology was so named because they relied exclusively on 
the literal meaning (mhir) of the Qur’an and the sunna in their legal and theological dis¬ 
cussions {EI2 2004: “Zahiriyya”). 

12 In the context of predestination, Muslim theologians have dealt mainly with the question 
of who creates man’s acts, God or man (Abrahamov 1990: 40). 

13 If God had hands (Q 38:75) or organs such as eyes (Q 54:14), which means that He is 
composed of parts. He would be considered created entity because a composition of parts 
is characteristic of created things. Since God is the eternal Creator, it is inconceivable 
for Him to be created and produced in time. Thus, rational argument contradicts 
anthropomorphism. 

14 The Zaydites accepted the Mu'tazlite doctrines beginning in the middle of the third/ninth 
century (Abrahamov 1990). Also the Imamiyya, the Shi'ites who believe in the existence 
of twelve imams, accepted the Mu'tazUite theology in the fourth/tenth century (Madelung 
1979). For an ImamI text inQuenced by the Mu'tazAa see al-fusT (1986). 

15 This treatise was published by 'Abd al-KarIm ‘Uthman as a work of 'Abd al-Jabbar (1965) 
(Gimaret 1979; Abrahamov 1993b: 44). 

16 These are four out of the Bve principles of the Mu'tazila. The Bfth principle is the inter¬ 
mediate position {manzila bayna ’l-manzilatayn) of the grave sinner between belief and un¬ 
belief. See al-Khayyat 1957: 93 of the Arabic text. 
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CHAPTER 29 


Jurisprudence 

A. Kevin Reinhart 


The Qur'an of the legists is a different Qur'an from the one held in the hand. It is less, 
and sometimes more than the book one buys from religious bookstores across the 
Islamic world. It has parts that are obscure and parts that are clear, flgural and literal 
parts, parts that are explicit and parts that are implicit. Qn the one hand, a Qur'anic 
verse has no context in the obvious sense - the meaning of a verse is not clarified by 
the verses that surround it. Qn the other hand, no verse, in principle, is self-subsistent; 
any verse draws its true meaning from a constellation of relevant verses throughout 
the Qur'an and also from the sunna, from previous agreement about its meaning and 
from reflection upon its linguistic implications. Above all, the Qur'an is truth and, 
because it is all truth, its language - Arabic - and even its very particles require the 
legists’ study and analysis. 

Questions of the historical development of legal doctrine are too complex for a single 
chapter - or book. By the fourth Islamic century, however, juristic theoreticians had 
constructed a fairly stable body of doctrine that remained the framework for legal 
approaches thereafter for a millennium - indeed, the framework that for many still 
shapes the sophisticated legal appropriation of the Qur'an. Here we will treat the Qur'an 
from the standpoint of the Islamic science of principles of jurisprudence {usid al-fiqh). 


Defining the Book 

In the science of “principles of jurisprudence,” one of the bases (usul), indeed accord¬ 
ing to, for example, al-Ghazall (d. 505/1111), the base for legal assessment is the book.^ 
Al-ShaybanI (d. 189/805) defines the Qur'an thus: “The book is the Qur'an which is 
sent down to the messenger of God, which is written [between] covers [or leaves] of the 
codices, plurally transmitted to us in the seven well-lmown consonantal forms” (al- 
SarakhsI 1372; I, 279).^ A world of dogma and a history of scholarly compromises is 
summed up in this short sentence. First, there is the assertion that the Qur'an as we 
have it is complete (we will see below a caveat to this) with no parts suppressed (see 
Burton 1977: 49ff. on the missing parts of the Qur'an), This refutes the doctrine of 
some of the Shl'a that parts of the revelation supporting ‘Alid claims were discarded 
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by the redactors (Kohlberg 1973). It also distinguishes the Qur'an from other state¬ 
ments attributed to God in other sources - for instance the so-called divine utterances 
{ahadith al-qudsiyya; see Graham 1977) or other scriptural hooks such as the Injil 
(Gospels). At the same time, “seven variant readings” of the Qur'an were all acceptable 
and equally Qur'anic. This is because all seven are “well Imown” and, in what is the 
key point, plurally transmitted {naqlmutawdtir)} 

Reliability [Tawatur] 

The concept of plural-transmission is the bedrock of Qur'anic epistemology. It is that, 
on the one hand, an uninterrupted string of reciters has handed on the text one-to- 
another over the period since the time of revelation and redaction (see As-Said 1975). 
Qn the other hand, the transmission also is, as it were, plural horizontally - so that no 
part of a generation’s Qur'an transmission is dependent on a single source. Tawatur 
means both horizontal and vertical plurality of transmission such that no mistake, no 
forgery, no lacuna could possibly be agreed upon by the transmitters (al-Sarakhsi 1372: 
I, 282-5).* Just as the indisputahle details of the cultus - the number of daily acts of 
worship and the number of cycles (rakaat) appropriate to them, the amounts due for 
zakdt-tax and bloodwit are transmitted plurally, and so, are known indisputably - so, 
too, the Qur'an’s text is Imown with Indisputable certainty because of its plural trans¬ 
mission (al-SarakhsT 1372:1, 282-3). 


The Basmala 

The boundaries of the text are, for the legist {usull) rather less stable than reference to 
the “text between the two covers” might suggest. For example, all suras except the ninth 
sura begin with the written phrase: “In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compas- 
sionate”(see EI2 2004: "basmala”). What is the status of this phrase, usiilis asked. Is it 
a textual throat-clearing to signify the beginning of a sura or is it an integral verse (dya) 
of the Qur'anic text itself.?^ In short, most Sunni schools considered the basmala part 
of the Qur'an while some Hanalis did not - they considered the basmala to be textual 
but as a sort of punctuation that could be omitted when it was contextually clear that 
a sura was beginning (al-Bukharl 1393/1974:1, 23). There are important ritual impli¬ 
cations to the question of the basmala s textuality. For instance, is a ritual recitation in 
worship (salat) that omits the basmala valid.? Can worship performed behind an imam 
who omits the basmala be valid (see Weiss 1996).? So this quite hypothetical-sounding 
textual problem has important ritual consequences. 


Abrogation - The Assessment but Not the Recitation 

The text of the written or printed Qur'an does not coincide completely with what we 
might call “the legal Qur'an.” The legal Qur'an is, from one perspective, much smaller 



436 A. KEVIN REINHART 


than the published text. By some estimates there are 350-550 legally stipulative verses, 
but some of these are “erased” because some verses are superseded by other scriptural 
sources. This supersession is Imown in the literature as “abrogation,” naskh (see Burton 
1990; Hallaql997: 68-74; Kamali 1991:149-67; BI2 2004: “ras/di”). The literature 
on supersession and its ramifications is voluminous, but for our purposes what matters 
is that, just as the Qur’an abrogates previous scriptures such as the Torah or Injil, parts 
of the Qur’anic text are, as it were, withdrawn by other subsequent Qur’anic texts - or 
even, for some legists, by subsequent acts or sayings of Muhammad. 

For instance, classically, wine, which is praised as one of God’s bounties (Q 16:67), 
is proscribed definitively in Q 5:90-2 - the latter having superceded the assessment in 
the former. The supersession concept reflects or creates the genre of “occasions of rev¬ 
elation” (asbab al-nuzuT) which details the circumstances provoldng revelation of a given 
Qm’anic pericope (see Rippin 1985b, 1988). To each verse the tradition attached a 
story of the “occasion” (sabab) of its revelation. These stories served two functions: first, 
they provided something like “legislative Intent” to amplify and define the scope of the 
verse. Thus the verse banning wine occurred either in the context of 'Umar’s petition¬ 
ing for clarification on the status of wine, or when Sa'd b. Abl Waqqas reproached 
someone for drinldng wine and the drinker split Sa'd’s nose in retaliation, or, perhaps, 
when two of the Ansar tribes got into a drunken boasting match, or from concerns of 
general disorder (al-'Tabarl 1388/1968: VII, 32-5 ad. Q 5:92). Second, the asbab al- 
nuzal literature provided a putative order of verses’ revelation so that, where there was 
conflict in the verses’ legislation, the antecedent could be superceded by the latter. The 
whole chain of verses concerning wine - it is a bounty (Q 16:67); it has virtues but 
drawbacks (Q 2:219); do not come to prayer drunk (Q 4:43); wine is forbidden (Q 5:90) 
- is sorted out as part of the asbab al-nuziH enterprise (al-'Tabarl 1388/1968: IV, 96 ad. 
Q4:43). 

In this way the Qur’anic verse is decontextualized from its textual environs and resi¬ 
tuated in a Sitz im Leben that may define the scope of the verse, but more importantly, 
places it in chronological order with other verses that might seem to contradict it. Deter¬ 
mine the later verse and you have determined the effective one. As a result, the number 
of legally effective verses is considerably reduced while contradictions are eliminated 
and the legal message of the Qur’an is clarified. In this sense, however, the legists’ 
Qur’an is much diminished in size from the textual Qur’an. 


Abrogating - The Recitation but Not the Assessment 

The received text is further destabilized by a doctrine invoked in only a few cases, the 
doctrine of “superceding the assessment but not the recitation.” This subversive notion 
was invoked to justify the legal requirement that free, married adulterators be executed 
by stoning. According to this notion, the uncertainty of the Qur’anic provisions (Q 
4:15-16; 24:2) for adulteresses is removed by a Qur’anic revelation that somehow 
never made it into the redacted text. It was asserted - and accepted by many legists - 
that there had been revealed a verse ordaining this penalty which read, “The shaykh 
and the shaykha, when they fornicate, stone them outright as an exemplary punish- 



JURISPRUDENCE 437 


merit from God. God is Mighty and Wise” (Burton 1977: 78); this was considered to 
remain in force even though the verse was never redacted into the codex (Burton 1977: 
72ff.; Burton 1990: chapter 7). Though there a very few instances of this extra- 
Qur'anic efficacious verse, the notion that such a thing exists in a few cases makes 
the boundaries of the extant written text more porous than might at first seem to be 
the case. 

Thus the straightforward definition of the Qur an as “what is between the two 
covers” is less straightforward than it might have seemed. There are seven “acceptable” 
versions of the Qur’an, and for some, the basmala is part of the text, for others it is not. 
More importantly, some of what is in between the two covers is efficacious, but a sig¬ 
nificant amount is not. Indeed, some parts of the Qur’an, being later, are more import¬ 
ant than others and there are cases where a Qur’anic verse is rendered insignificant by 
a Qur’anic verse “outside the two covers.” 


Translation 

What is it that lies between the two covers.? Is it sounds, is it comprehensible words, is 
it meanings.? The text of the Qur’an is determined by “being between the two covers,” 
but the usulls wrestled with the question of whether the Qur’an is its utterances - 
sounds and locutions - or whether it included the ideas underlying the words or even 
the inferences drawn from these sounds and words. The Ur-text of the Qur’an is, of 
course, in Arabic. But if the Qur’an is its meanings, then rituals involving the Qur’an 
ought to be doable in a translation - when the meanings of the Qur’an are embodied 
in another language. The ritual implications were significant. Abu Hanlfa (d. 150/ 76 7), 
it was reported, allowed Muslims to perform ritual worship using Persian translations 
of the Qur’an. Though other Hanafis hesitated to embrace this position (see the dis¬ 
cussion in Amir Badshah 1350: III, 4), the other schools rejected it out of hand. The 
best his apologists could say of the esteemed Abu Hanlfa was that either he had come 
to repudiate this position, or he had allowed the use of Persian only when necessary 
because a Muslim was unable to learn the Qur’an, In other than these cases, its use 
was prohibited, they said, and for later scholars to defend the idea amounted to active 
heresy (al-ZarkashI 1413/1992:1,448: al-SarakhsI 1372:1, 282 for aHanafi defense). 
Linguistic specificity was understood somehow to be intrinsic to the Qur’an: perhaps 
because of some features of Arabic itself - that it is “more capacious, more eloquent” 
(al-Zarkashl 1413/1992:1, 445). More than a utilitarian reason, there is an important 
dogmatic reason for the insistence on the Qur’an as inseparably sound, structure, and 
meaning (al-SarakhsI 1372:1, 281).*’ The Qur’an’s miracle is its inimitability (ijaz) - 
the very word translated as miracle, mu jiza, means an incapacity - something one is 
incapable of, or prevented from doing. The Qur’an’s ijdz resides in both its expression 
(i'rdb) and its presentational structure (mzm). Consequently, “the translation of the 
Qur’an into Persian (for ritual purposes) or any other [language] is not permissible: 
instead one must recite it in the form to which is connected its inimitability, which 
precludes translation from it and renders other languages incapable of the perspi¬ 
cuousness by which it is characterized above any other language” (al-ZarkashI 
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1413/1992:1, 447). As al-Qaffal (d. 507/1113) is reported to have said: “It is possible 
to arrive [in commentary] to some of what God intended, while being unable [to 
convey] other parts. But if one wants to recite in Persian, it is impossible to come 
to all of what God intended” (al-Zarkashi 1413/1992: I, 447; also see Ibn Qudama 
1403/1983:1, 526 ff.). 


Hermeneutics: Found Text and the Construction of Context 

It is a characteristic feature of the Qur'an for jurists that it is, in a sense, a “found” text. 
It must be worked with, as is; it is a closed text. There is no possibility of asking the 
speaker for clarification of an unclear passage or for new information when a new case 
arises. Faced, then, with this textual edifice, the jurist’s task was to find in it as much 
clarity and certainty as possible and to find the means to have it address new cases. 

To enable the jurist’s task, they embraced three assumptions, or as we may caU them, 
myths. These served the same function as primordial narratives inasmuch as they made 
assertions about the founders’ time that determined later belief, practice, and orienta¬ 
tion. These jurists’ myths of the Qur an were (1) that the Qur'an is language; (2) that 
the Qur'an’s language is Arabic, and not just haphazardly Arabic but normative and 
normal Arabic. As far as other Arabic texts might differ linguistically, to this extent they 
were deviant: (3) the Qur'an can be understood only in context, but a verse’s context 
is not necessarily textual but, one might say, it is socio-historical. It must be understood 
against whatever else has been preserved of the founding generation’s practice and 
discourse. That supplementary knowledge must come from another restricted set of 
sources whose corpus amounts to a second Islamic scripture. 


The Qur’an Is Language 

The Qur'an is language: it is, as we have seen, word (nazm), or utterance (lafz) and it is 
meaning. Jurists believed, however, that “there is no natural relationship between the 
utterance and what it signifies” (al-lsnawl 1993: 211), This means not merely that 
the word kitdb does not necessarily signify “book” but that even in a particular language 
in which kitdb might mean “book,” it does not always or reliably signify that. They rec¬ 
ognized whole varieties of signification and implicature apart from mere denotation. 
Bearing in mind the definition of the Qur'an as “utterance,” and “speech” or, in the 
words of al-Mahbubr (d. 747/1347), “eternal speech and that which is recited; an 
ordered thing^ indicating meaning” (al-MahbubI et al. 1996:1, 71-2). The Qur'an irre- 
ducibly is language. For a given utterance, for instance, the jurist had to consider not 
just what was said (mantuq) but what was understood {majhiim) for a statement - locu¬ 
tionary meaning and illocutionary meaning, as we would say. The illocutionary might 
agree in thrust with the locutionary, in which case it was mafhum muwdfiqa, or be con¬ 
trary to the locutionary, mafliwn mukhdlifa.^ In short, it is meaning that the jurist seeks 
first from the text of the Qur'an. “Qne should know that the aim is attaining the moral 
assessment (hukm shar‘T) but that attaining of the moral assessment awaits first the 
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attaining of ‘meaning;’ one must therefore inquire into the attaining of meaning” 
(al-MahbubI and al-Taftazanl 1998:1, 72). In this respect, the jurist’s enterprise was 
indifferent to the particular language in which revelation appeared. 


The Qur’an Is Arabic 

The Qur’an is not itself, we have seen, in any random language, but only in Arabic. This 
is because the Qur’an is understood as speech, with the written text an edited anthol¬ 
ogy of that speech. Insofar as it is language, tools that might ordinarily be applied to 
any language for its analysis were applied by the usM to the Qur’an. Insofar as it is 
uniquely effective language (producing not just meaning but also the moral/legal 
assessment), the Qur’an is read in ways particular to itself as sui generis (al-MahbubI 
and al-TaftazanI 1998:1, 72). 

As the discussion of translating the Qur’an has shown, the Qur’an is inadequately 
represented by a translation because a translation necessarily closes off some concepts 
that are meanings of a given Qur’anic Arabic text. Therefore it is as Arabic that the 
Qur’an has to be read, understood, and exploited. The usidi had available a whole series 
of tools developed by reading Arabic prose and poetry - including the Qur’an - by many 
generations of meticulous and analytically original lexicographers, grammarians, and 
rhetoricians. 

The fact that the Qur’an is the Qur’an in Arabic establishes the hermeneutical tools 
the legist may use in reading the Qur’an. The strong consensus that everything in the 
Qur’an was in use by Arabs (whether or not it was etymologically Arabic) meant that 
all of the tools from the Arabic grammatical and syntactical sciences would be ser¬ 
viceable for the legal reader of the Qur’an.® 

Usulls were instructed in the instrumental use of the Qur’an. The first level of analy¬ 
sis might be to see an Arabic as a kind of self-sufficient map of intended meaning. 
Careful study of its landmarks would tell the legist exactly where he is in the 
meaning of the text. As an example, every major usul work has a section trying defini¬ 
tively to define the scope and implication of Arabic particles. The most elementary lin¬ 
guistic or hermeneutical inquiry was at the level of meaning and semantic scope. 


Particles 

As an example, the humble particle wa, a mere single consonant (written with only the 
equivalent of a double-u [“w”]), is very often equivalent to the English conjugation 
“and:” sometimes it may be translated as “while;” at other times it functions as a kind 
of punctuation. So the usM posed the question: If one says, “I saw Zayd and ‘Amr,” is 
a sequence implied.? Did he see Zayd then ‘Amr.? A related problem is whether any con¬ 
junction in time is implied: Could “I saw Zayd and ‘Amr” possibly refer to a situation in 
which he saw Zayd in 2000 and ‘A mr in 2004.? (al-ZarkashI 1413/1992: II, 203-4) 
No sequence is implied, say the Shafi'Is and Hanafis and no temporal limitations are 
effected by the use of “and.” 
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This seemingly arcane discussion bears fruit in a case where, for instance, one stip¬ 
ulates, “I leave my house in trust for my children and my children’s children.” Given 
what we know of the force of “and,” it is clear that at the owner’s death his/her chil¬ 
dren and grandchildren will jointly share in the house immediately; it is not the case 
that the grandchildren succeed to the house at the passing of my children (al-ZarkashI 
1413/1992:11, 204), 

Or consider the verses enjoining ablution on those who would perform worship: “0 
you who are faithful! When you rise to undertake worship, then wash your faces and 
(wa) your hands, ... and (wa) rub your head and (wa) your feet.. . (Q 5:6)”. If “and” 
denotes sequence, then one must wash the face before the hands, and those before the 
head, and those before washing the feet. But since the HanalTs, for instance, believed 
that wa implied no sequencing, then the ritual ablution could, on Qur’anic evidence 
alone, be done in any order (Ibn Nujaym 1355/1936: II, 5). 

Also, consequently, Ibn Nujaym (d. 970/1563; 1355/1936: II, 6) states, if one says 
“to a woman with whom one has an as-yet unconsummated marriage, ‘If you enter 
the house you are divorced and divorced and divorced,’ she is divorced only once, accord¬ 
ing to Abu Hanlfa [and thus, can be remarried to the same man, without an interven¬ 
ing marriage to someone else]”. This is because the wa has no temporal signification. 
Having declared her divorced, the rest of the utterance is void of meaning. Presumably, 
had he said, “I divorce you, then (fa) I divorce you, then I divorce you,” she would be 
triply divorced, and so they could not remarry without her contracting an intervening 
marriage. 

The declaration to a slave, “Give us a thousand and/then/while [possible meanings of 
wd\ you are free,” poses a problem. It cannot be that and simply conjoins two facts, as 
in “a dog and a cat,” because no slave could have “a thousand” to give for his or her 
freedom. However, wa cannot signify temporal sequence. Understanding of context (in 
this case, social reality) leads one to understand that the waw is being used in a figu¬ 
rative (literally: “extended”) way (majdz) to signify a state (Ml). The second part is not 
a condition but rather it is an inverted locution whose implied meaning is “Be free and 
you shall give me a thousand” or it implies a state of capacity: “Give me a thousand 
with the capacity of freedom, freedom being the state in which [the slave] does the 
giving” (Ibn Nujaym 1355/1936: II, 8). 

This extensive discussion of the slightest of Arabic particles is simply a demonstra¬ 
tion of the significant consequences that follow from the minute examination of the 
Qur’an’s Arabic locutions. The Qur’an offers not just rules but definitive models of lin¬ 
guistic usage, and these norms then shape contracts, performative utterances and other 
forms of legal discourse. 


The Qur’an's Context 

For the legist, the Qur’anic text is not homogenous. Instead, verses have different 
rhetorical or pragmatic qualities which affect their efficacy. Some are self-subsistent but 
some call out for a rhetorical context that modifies or alters their plain meaning. The 
task of the usuli is to grasp correctly the nature of the utterance and to place it in its 
full rhetorical context. 
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Usuli analyses of the utterance {lafz; plural aljaz) begin with the master myth of 
Qur'anic hermeneutics, one that can be traced back at least to al-Shali'I (d. 204/820). 
Most utterances have a context of some sort that is indispensable for the listener to under¬ 
stand what the speaker intends. The Qur'an’s first auditors lived that context - they were 
aware of the totality of the Qur'an, Muhammad’s normative acts and statements, and 
the linguistic and customary usage of the Arabs, especially those of the Quraysh tribe 
(al-ShafiT 1399/1979: section 51). Afterwards, that epistemological holism was broken 
by time and distance and no one anymore naively knows all that any of the companions 
of the prophet Imew almost without reflection. Al-ShafiT’s great creative assertion, one 
embraced by nearly all subsequent jurists, was that all of revelation - that is, all of the 
Qur'an and all of the prophetic utterances and acts recorded in the hadith - should be 
taken as a single expression (Ali 2000: 52 citing Ibn Hazm). Consequently, it is the task 
of the legal hermeneuticist to recover the lost wholeness, the “thick” understanding of 
the Qur'anic locution that belonged to the companions. He must master the data that 
allow the inquirer to understand a Qur'anic utterance properly. For every Qur'anic utter¬ 
ance, then, the usuli searches the rest of the Qur'an, and the hadith that record the 
prophet’s acts, for texts to supplement the utterance in question. This includes “occa¬ 
sions of revelation.” The supplementary datum is called bayan by al-ShafiT, that is, “elu¬ 
cidation.” While al-ShafiT's exact terminology becomes less central over time as the 
hermeneutical sciences grew more elaborate, the analytic assumption - that texts are 
usually not self-subsistent - rules all subsequent usul scholarship. 

This attention to context both in ordinary Arabic linguistics and particularly in 
Qur'anic studies gave rise to extensive attempts to categorize Qur'anic expression 
in terms of its self-subsistence, its effective force, its mode of address, its clarity and its 
effective force. 


Self-subsistence: Manifest and Indeterminate, Figurative and 
Literal 

Zahir, “manifest,” is a term for a text whose meaning seems initially to be, perhaps or 
in fact, obvious, whether through the utterance itself, or some other factor.^^ A mani¬ 
fest text, according to Ibn Qudama (1378: 92) is one which “one understands first in 
its unrestricted sense, though the possibility exists of another [sense].” It is “when two 
meanings are possible, it is the most manifest. . . one may not ignore [this meaning] 
without reflection (ta'wil).” An example could be Q 2:275 “God has permitted selling.” 
It would take a very strong indicant to lead one to suppose that the plain sense of this 
utterance - ’’selling is permitted by God” - is not operative. 

The concept of zahir is a kind of stand-in for the master-view of the entire Qur'an. 
It has an initial meaning, in most cases, that strikes the reader, and that meaning must 
be taken seriously. Yet the encounter with the zahir text does not end at the first expe¬ 
rience of it. Various cues may turn the reader to reflection upon other possible under¬ 
standings of the text. 

So, from one perspective, the opposite of a zahir text is a text “reflected upon” 
(muawwal). A manifest text generally has at least two meanings, one straightforward 
and one to which one moves only because of some indicant that it is not the obvious. 
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but some secondary meaning, that is intended. The obvious meaning is, all things being 
equal, the preferred meaning. But, on reflection (another meaning of the root -w-1), 
an opinion may be changed. Thus, when the Qur’an says, “We built the sky by hand” 
(Q 51:47), the manifest meaning is that God used His hands to build the sky. But reflec¬ 
tion on the doctrine of God’s incorporality inclines one away from the obvious meaning 
to something else; that something else is the interpreted meaning. Similarly, the 
meaning “Do not eat of that over which the name of God has not been mentioned” 
(Q 6:121) would seem to allow all foods over which the name of God has been men¬ 
tioned; but reflection excludes, for instance, animals sacrificed to false gods, whether or 
not the name of God was pronounced over it (al-MardinI 1996: 172). 

Ta'wll, “reflection,” is, according to Ibn Qudama (d. 620/1223; 1378: 92), “the di¬ 
version of the utterance from the probable manifest meaning to a probability that is [in 
the end] preferable to its alternative; [the means] is an indicant that [the secondary 
meaning] is more likely than the meaning to which the manifest sense points.” He adds 
that the secondary meaning may be quite remote from the manifest or primary 
meaning; in that case the indicant that prompts diversion must be proportionally pow¬ 
erful. The indicant may be contextual, or another manifest text, or a piece of qiyas- 
reasoning that gives rise to a preference for the unlilcelier sense of the utterance. 

For the student of Islamic thought, the significance of zdliir as a concept may be that 
unreflective “frteralism” is impossible for the competent jurist. Every text, no matter 
how bald-faced, must be subject to reflection because of the possibility that somewhere 
in the revelational discourse there is a text that might be brought to bear on the man¬ 
ifest text so as to divert its meaning from the obvious to a more obscure, but more 
correct, sense. 

The pragmatic opposite of the manifest text is the muimal or indeterminate text. 
Indeterminate utterances have more than one sense and, on the face of it, there is no 
reason to prefer one to another (Ibn Qudama 13 78: 9 3). An example would be Q 2:2 3 7, 
“or they, in whose hand is the marriage contract, forgo [the marriage portion].” This 
could refer either to the bride or her guardian, and textually there is no immediate 
reason to prefer one sense to another. In this respect it can also be called mushtarak (a 
term that some restrict to homonyms). In addition to indeterminacy from imprecision 
or lexical equivalence, there are many reasons why an utterance can be indeterminate, 
for instance ambiguous declension: al-mukhtar (meaning “chosen” or “choice”) can be 
both an active and passive participle (Ibn Qudama 1378: 93-4), Whatever the reason, 
when confronted with a mujmal text, the jurist is obliged to withhold judgment until 
the speaker or speaker’s intention can be clarified (also see al-ShlrazI 1377/1957: 
26-7). 

Like the mujmal, the term mushtarak - more common as a Hanafi hermeneutical term 
- etymologically implies the idea of the incorporation of diversity into singularity in a 
confusing way. Mushtarak words share a single form among diverse meanings. For the 
HanaSs, the mushtarak is “what includes concepts with different definitions.” A classic 
example would be the word 'ayn which can mean “hard currency,” “eye,” and “spring.” 
When confronted with a homonymous utterance, the jurist “must stay his judgment - 
with the condition that he reflect, seeking [grounds for] preference of some of its aspects 
so as to act upon it” (Ibn Nujaym 1355/1936:1,109-10). The entire reflective process 
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is one of seeking further clarification of the context, broadly speaking, of the utterance. 
Similar is the case of the term quru\ a word used in Q 2:228 that means both “purifi¬ 
cation” and “menstruation” (al-Mardinl 1996: 167; al-Shlrazi 1377/1957: 93). 
Words are used in the Qur’an both in an extended sense and in their original sense, 
such as words derived from the root sh-r-y which means “to sell,” but also in Q 2:22 7, 
“to impose a difficult duty on oneself.” This is, at least initially, a mushtarak usage, since 
wherever the root occurs, both meanings are possible (al-fsnawT 1993: 214). 

Q 2:67-71 shows the hermeneuticist a model for the “disambiguation” of an inde¬ 
terminate utterance. The utterance that modifies the original unclear reference is called 
in some texts baydn, “clarification.” The unclear is “that which is in need of clarifica¬ 
tion;” clarifying is “taldng a thing from the domain of uncertainty (ishkdl) to the 
domain of manifestness (al-tajalll)” (al-Mardlni 1996:166). So, when Moses is ordered 
to sacrifice a cow (Q 2:67), the word baqam, “cow,” is unclear; it is generic {mujmal al- 
jins). Consequently, in Q 2:68-71, the reference to “cow” is clarified: it should be neither 
calf nor immature; it must be yellow, unyoked, whole, and without mark. The “disam¬ 
biguated” text, or one that requires no clarification, is called mubin (though the term 
can also be used for the clarifying text itself) (al-Mardlnl 1996: 170). Poetically, the 
concept is explained: 

It is derived from the throne on which the bride is displayed which points to [the idea that] 
the text^^ in its clarity resembles a sitting bride on high, un-concealed from anyone. It is 
not possible that she be other than who she is. Likewise the text is in its mantfestness which 
bears no possibility other than of a single meaning. (al-MardIni 1996: 171) 

We have already seen that one source of indeterminacy in the text is uncertainty 
about whether the utterance is used in its “original” (haqlql) or “extended” {majdzi) 
sense. The problem here is, how tethered the reader is to be to a supposed original/ 
authentic sense of a word or phrase. 

The classic example is “lion” (asad) . When the legist encounters the term, it may mean 
either “beast of prey” (literal) or “man of courage” (figurative). The figurative is known 
by certain clues (adilla) among other signs, being (a) something attached to the utter¬ 
ance that restricts it to a figurative use like “fire of war” or “wing of kindness.” Either 
word in the phrase can be taken literally but together they compel the hearer to under¬ 
stand an extended not literal sense; (b) something joined to a word or phrase that makes 
one hesitate to understand another thing, as in Q 3:54: “They plotted and God plotted 
and God is the best of plotters.” The second clause - “God plotted” - malms one doubt 
the literalness of the first clause; (c) a negation of the obvious - as if one said of a foolish 
man “he is not a donkey” (al-lsnawl 1993: 217). Another majdzi example would be Q 
5:33, “Those who make war on God and His messenger” because God cannot be defeated 
or battled in the ordinary sense of the term (see Klya al-HarrasI n.d: III, 126). 

As a legal problem, the locus classicus of the literal/extended text for Hanafls and 
ShafiTs (but not, e.g., for Malikls) is Q 4:43 (see also Q 5:6), “Or if you have touched a 
woman . ,.” in a verse devoted to the “simulacrum ablution” (tayammum). The text says 
“if you have touched a woman” then perform tayammum. Is mere touching enough to 
require cleansing.? Tayammum is a substitute for both the minor and major ablution. 
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Since it is the major ablution that is prescribed for a certain kind of contact between a 
man and a woman - namely intercourse - the HanalTs and Shafi'Is infer that “touch¬ 
ing” cannot mean here “contact” in the literal sense of the word “So,” says al-fsnawT, 
“touching is verified as an extended usage for intercourse - since the obligation to do 
tayammum is established [only] for intercourse” (al-fsnawT 1993: 237). 


Textual Force: General and Restricted 

A problem with any utterance, especially an imperative one, is its scope and its force. If 
the Qur'an says to fast, does that apply to everyone, even those, for instance, for whom 
fasting would be a harmful act.? In usidT hermeneutics this was discussed under the rubric 
of “general expressions” ( amm) and “restricted (or “qualified”) expressions” (khass). 

The general is defined as “that which indicates a plurality of individuals,” that is, 
God or the prophet in some way require an act, and address the command to some 
group or class. Conceptually, general and qualified are relative terms, of course. “0 
men” is general; it is generic for all males. It is a qualified subset of “0 humankind” 
however, which, in turn, can be seen to be a subset of animals and so forth (see Weiss 
1992: 393). Generality can be signaled by extra-textual considerations or textual ones. 
Usidis look first to the form of expression to determine which, a priori, are general and 
which are qualified. There are various forms that signify the general. 

One indication that a phrase is general in scope would be that the utterance contains 
a generic noun (“Man is superior to woman”; “The dinar is better than the dirham’’).^^ 
Another indication of generality would be a plural definite noun, such as “men” (which 
has the definite article in Arabic, al-rijdl) or “legal scholars” {fuqahd"), or “men of Basra.” 
Or there might be an utterance that “includes two or more things or states” (al-Mardlnl 
1996: 137 and n. 3). Not all indicators of generality are grammatical; there are also 
lexical indicants as in the Qur'anic phrase “Those who make war on God” (Q 5:33). 
“Those who” marks the general. Indefinite prepositions are also indicators of the 
general, as with “whoever” (man), as in “whoever is rational” {fiman ya qil) or “whoever 
enters my house, I will give a dirham,” because that means “anyone,” whether the 
person be free or slave, male or female (al-Mardlni 1996: 138-41). 

Not all Qur'anic verses have legislative force for all Muslims in all circumstances. 
Verses that are not “general” in their force are qualified, restricted, specified (khass). 
“Qualification” distinguishes some members of a set from others and “does not imply the 
applicability [of the utterance] to a genus, while the general does imply that,” says the 
commentator. Qualification is envisioned as follows. Consider a phrase like “Those 
among you who see the [crescent moon that marks the start of the] month [of 
Ramadan], let them fast [the month] (Q 2:185).” After reflection and investigation (not 
a very lengthy one, most likely), one recognizes that the general injunction to fast is 
qualified by Q 2:184, “Whoever among you is ill or traveling then [let him fast] 
the number [of days he misses] on other days.” This “extracts” those who are ill or 
traveling from the genus of those otherwise obliged to fast the month of Ramadan; it 
restricts somewhat the class of those “who see the month” and are otherwise required 
to fast. 
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We can understand something of the difference between general and qualified if we 
consider a controversy over whether the phrase “the men” is general in a way that 
is not true of “the women” (fbn Nujaym 1355/1936: 93-4). It is a given that “the 
women” cannot be general in that the phrase cannot include men. It is, as linguists 
would say, a “marked” category, in contrast to “people.” Under the rules of Arabic 
syntax, “the men” may or may not be general. So how should the legists read a Qur anic 
command to “men.?” Does “the men” include a set larger than is stipulated by the lexical 
meaning of the term - masculine persons.? In the end, the consensus emerges that the 
lexical trumps the grammatical. As al-TaftazanI (d. 792/1390) says, “the men” is not 
a “logical category” the way that “the horse” (“horse”) is, as can be seen in the differ¬ 
ing Qur'anic stipulations for prophecy, leadership, witnessing and so forth since 
prophecy and leadership are for men, and the rules for male witness differ from those 
for female witness. Thus, men and women are functionally different species under 
the genus “humanldnd” and “general” terms address genii, not species or individuals 
(al-MahbubI and al-TaftazanI 1998: 29). 

Another way in which the Qur'an qualifies general injunctions is through restric¬ 
tive clauses - what al-Juwayni (d. 478/1085) summed up as “exception, condition and 
restriction by quality.” “Honor the legists, save Zayd” exemplifies qualification by excep¬ 
tion. “Honor the legists if they come to you,” exemplifies qualification by condition. And 
“honor the legists who have memorized God’s book” demonstrates the meaning of 
“restrictive qualification by attribute or quality.” There are other kinds of qualification 
as well (al-Mardlnl 1996: 148). 

All of the foregoing are obvious examples of qualification, in which a phrase is 
immediately altered by either grammatical, syntactic, or lexical considerations. But 
indicants of qualification may also be revelation that qualifies revelation, either directly 
connected with the utterance that it qualifies or separate from it (al-Mardlnl 1996: 
145-6). As we saw with the restriction of the general injunction to fast by the prior 
exception of the travelers or those who are ill, al-ShafiT’s extended notion of context 
means that a text far removed from the verse in question may effectively restrict it. The 
text may be elsewhere in the Qur'an or even in the prophetic sunnah. This modification 
of a verse by a distant text demands more of the hermeneuticist. These “separated” 
qualifications are utterances affecting an utterance - however distant - when they are, 
in some way, juxtaposed against it. The various positive sources of law, particularly 
Qur'an and sunm, can interact, so that Qur'an, for example, is qualified by some 
command or piece of data in the sunm, as conveyed in the ImcSth (al-Mardlnl 1996: 
159 ).!^ 

Examples of texts of Qur'an qualifying other Qur'anic verses would include “Marry 
such women as seem good to you” (Q 4:3) which is qualified by Q 4:23, “Prohibited to 
you are your mothers.” Likewise Q 4:11, “God charges you with provisioning [through 
inheritance] your children” is modified by a strong hadith, “The killer does not inherit” 
(al-Mardlnl 1996: 161). Qr consider Q 2:228, “Women who are divorced shall keep 
themselves apart three (monthly) courses.This would seem to be a general dictum 
for divorced women. But then there is Q 33:49: “then you divorce them before you have 
touched them, then there is no period that you should reckon” which qualifies Q 2:228 
by making it read, in effect “Women who are divorced [whom you have touched],” that 
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is, this reading specifies a sub-set of those mentioned in the verse to which the quali¬ 
fying verse is applied.^'’ 

The task of the Qur’anic hermeneuticist is to read the text correctly so that the scope 
of a Qur'anic dictate is properly understood either as applying to everyone, or to some 
subset of Muslims. If a text appears to be indeterminate, the task is to try to find 
the information to resolve the utterance’s indeterminacy. Even if a text appears to be 
general, or qualified on the face of it, the reader must continue to inquire, since some 
utterances seem to be general but are actually restricted, and vice versa. 


HanalT Rhetorical Analysis: The Sliding Scale of Clarity and 
Effective Force 

The hermeneutic techniques just discussed are shared - with mostly small differences 
- among three Sunni schools: MalikI, Hanball, and ShafiT. It is worth briefly noting the 
Hanafis’ differences because hermeneutics is so central to Hanafi usul and so distinct 
from the other schools’ methods in many respects. The Hanafis were particularly 
inclined to linguistic taxonomy but not from analytic energy alone. They correlated 
the obligation to act to the possibility of disputing the force of an utterance, that is, 
to its clarity. The result was that they used the vocabulary of rhetoric in a distinctly 
Hanafi way. 

For the Hanafi, a zdhir, or “manifest,” text is the least certain of intelligible texts. The 
term is used for a text whose intention is obvious to the hearer from its form. In the 
Hanafi scheme, this land of clarity governs one’s response. One must act on the basis 
of what seems manifest in an utterance. A nass, “obvious,” text is clearer than the one 
which is manifest (zdhir) in its meaning, though the clarity does not come from the form 
of the text, but from other factors, particularly context. The difference between zdhir 
and nass is explained in this way: 

If one says “I saw so-and-so when the people came to me,” “came to me” is zohir because 
talking about the coming of the people is not the intent toward which the speaker is 
driving, though it is likely that the people did [in fact] come. [This can be learned from the 
text.] Whereas, if one moves the clause to the central place in the sentence, as in, “The 
people came to me [when I saw so-and-so],” that would be nass because it is [more obvi¬ 
ously] what is intended. (Ibn Nujaym 1355/1936: 112-14) 

One’s obligation is to act on the basis of what seems clear-with the possibility that there 
might be need for further reflection (ta'wll). The mufassar (“Interpreted”) text is even 
clearer than the nass since it allows no possibility of an alternative interpretation, since 
it has an absolutely determinative indicant joined to it; one acts according to it without 
any uncertainty; it can, however, be abrogated. The “determinative” (muhkam) is a text 
whose intention is clear and there is no possibility of abrogation or substitution. 

This hierarchy of clarity is not, however, a hierarchy of found texts but of texts 
reflected upon and put in context. The text Q 4;3, “Marry of the women who seem good 
to you, two or three or four” is, says Ibn Nujaym, manifest in its permission to marry. 
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but because of the augmentary text - "two, or three, or four” - it is a nass text in its 
delimitation of the number of wives allowed. There is no linguistic space to read “two 
or three, or four” as meaning “five, or six, or seven.” Q 9:36 “Wage war on all the idol¬ 
aters” closes the door of restrictions, though it is possible that the modifier “all” might 
have been abrogated. That is the only contestable space in the utterance. At the far end 
of linguistic certainty is the Qur’anic tagline, found throughout the entire text, “God 
is of everything the Knower.” This is a determinative text. “It is best and most suitable 
to action as the clearest and strongest text.” This is a text with an emphatic “every¬ 
thing” that resists restriction and, for theological reasons, it is Inconceivable that it 
could ever have been abrogated (Ibn Nujaym 1355/1936:112-14). We see that in the 
HanalT system, texts in situ do not signify by themselves: it is only when they are jux¬ 
taposed with other texts by an association that takes place in the mind of the legist that 
they acquire their effect. 

Conclusion 

The Qur'an of the legists was, in some subtle and important ways, different from the 
“textual” Qur'an, that is, “what is between the two covers.” First, it is an atomized 
Qur'an, in which each little unit of meaning, each “pericope,” stands alone, with no 
presumptive link to verses around it. To assert that verses before or after a given verse 
constitute a context, the legist has to prove it; mere propinquity does not constitute 
context. 

To atomize the Qur'an is, oddly enough, to insert the traditional account of revela¬ 
tion and redaction into the text. The revelation of the Qur'an is remembered by the com¬ 
munity as a piecemeal affair: verses appeared in the context of situations, sometimes 
surprising Muhammad, sometimes in response to his seeking guidance. The Qur'an 
was not, however, the Book of Mormon, revealed all at once as an integral text. Thus, 
to deconstruct the text as legists do is to restore it to its state before the ‘Uthmanic 
scribes stitched the Qur'an together into a book - something between two covers. In that 
sense, the legists’ approach to the text is truer to revelation than, say, the recitor’s. 

In the destabilized text of the legist, in which no verse can be presumed to mean only 
what is “says,” without further reflection, in which, in fact, both Qur'anic and non- 
Qur'anic material must be considered in order to understand a given Qur'anic verse, 
the legist finds flexibility. This combination and recombination allows the legist to 
extend the scope of the Qur'an to new cases, to read the Qur'an in new ways and, in 
effect, to restore the immanence of the Qur'an to what would seem to be a transcen¬ 
dent, closed text. The legists’ approach also makes true literalism impossible. No text is 
read in isolation, as an isolated dictum laying down the law. Instead, it is recognized 
that meaning does not inhere in expressions in a simple, one-to-one way, but what is 
meant by a text may lie entirely outside the terms of its locutionary thrust. This real¬ 
ization makes true literalism impossible, or at least, un-Islamic. 

The hermeneutics of Islamic legal scholars has a great deal to teach us about 
scriptural hermeneutics in general. It also tells us how the Qur'an functioned in the 
formation of both Islamic ideal and practice. 
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Notes 

1 Al-Ghazalr 1995:1, 119, says: “Know that if we inquire correctly then there is only a single 
basis (asl) for juridical assessments (ahkam), and that is the saying of God the most high. 
This is because the saying of the messenger [by itself] is not an assessment, nor is it com¬ 
pelling; rather it is information that God the most high has ruled such-and-such. Assess¬ 
ment is to God alone." 

2 Other definitions Amir Badshah 1350: III, 3: “The Book is the Qur’an as utterance {lafzT) 
that is, the Arabic utterance sent down that is plurally transmitted to order [humankind’s 
affairs] and to remind [humankind of God’s sovereignty, of salvation history, the apocal3q)se 
etc.];” al-Ghazali 1995:1, 119: “The book is what is plurally transmitted to us between the 
two covers of the codex, in the seven well-known readings;’’ al-'Tufr 1408/1987: II, 5: “The 
book is His speech sent down to miraculously incapacitate [any one to produce] a chapter 
(sura) of it - it is the Qur’an. To define it as, ‘What is plurally transmitted between the two 
covers of the codex’ is a circular definition.’’ 

3 There are some technical differences here. The Hanafis as a whole maintain that the seven 
readings are mashhur, that is, well known, but that their transmission does not rise to the 
level of plurally transmitted. The ShafiTs maintain that the seven readings are plurally 
transmitted (al-ZarkashI 1413/1992: I, 466). Al-ZarkashI (1413/1992: I, 285) suggests 
that later scholars differentiated between the transmission of the text from the prophet to 
the imams, which is mashhur, and the transmission of the text from the seven reporting 
imams to later Muslims, which is mutawatir. This leads al-’Tufi (1408/1987: II, 21ff.) to the 
interesting suggestion that the Qur’an (as God knows it) and the recited text are “two [dif¬ 
ferent] realities." 

4 There is an interesting discussion following in al-SarakhsT’s text on whether the Christian 
claim for the crucifixion as mutawatir is sound. 

5 For the theofogical anxiety caused by the fack of the hasmala see al-Nisaburl 1962-4: X, 
37-8. 

6 Qf the three, meaning seems least important for ritual purposes, however. See the discus¬ 
sion of sound and order by the two Ibn Qudamas in Ibn Qudama 1403/1983:1, 526ff. Note 
that in that passage Abu ‘Umar does mention that mispronunciation to such an extent that 
meaning is violated makes recitation invalid. 

7 Nazm - literally, an utterance; see al-Mahbubi and al-Taftazani 1998:1,73. On nazm see EI2 
2004: s.v. 

8 See Hasan 1989; chapter 3. There are also other pragmatic features discussed at length; see, 
e.g., al-Qarafi 1393/1973: 270ff. 

9 For a discussion of hermeneutic tools and techniques already developed early in the history 
of Qur’anic exegesis, see Versteegh 1993: chapter 4. 

10 What follows is summary. I know of no concise introduction to this topic. Ali (2000) is 
useful, but does not cover all usul concerns, and seems more focused on the appropriation 
of terminology and concepts from modern pragmatics into usul. Weiss (1992) has by far the 
best discussion I know of in any European language. Weiss’ philosophical background 
enables him to grasp, and clearly explain, all of the Shafi'i hermeneutical discussions in eye¬ 
crossing detail. As the title suggests, however, Weiss is dravraig almost entirely from the 
/a/sfl/fl-oriented work of al-AmidI, who was a Shafi'i. Zysow (1984) has a thorough and 
characteristically lucid discussion of Hanafi hermeneutics. It is also quite long and detailed. 
I have benefited from these works and also from Hasan (1989). 



JURISPRUDENCE 449 


11 The concept is somewhat complicated by al-Shafi‘I’s use of the term nass for a similar 
concept. Shafi'Is were faced with what computer experts call “a legacy issue,” and tended 
to retain the term in various meanings. The most common use was for an exceptionally 
clear whir text. See al-ZarkashI 1413/1992:1, 462-5. Nass, as we shall see, was also a tech¬ 
nical term in Hanafi jurisprudence. 

12 This is a pun, since bridal throne is minassa, and text is nass, from the same root. 

13 A generic noun is a singular noun with the definite article; these, says the commentator, 
are general because the intent “is the genus .. . not some individuals [from among the 
class].” 

14 There is dispute among the schools whether plurally transmitted Qur’an can be qualified 
only by Qur’an and plurally transmitted sunna, or whether suppositional (wnnl) sources like 
consensus, analogy, or unitary (ahad) hadith can qualify the definitive sources. Shafi'Ts 
intend to affirm the idea; Hanafis to deny it. 

15 Translated referring to Pickthall 1938. 

16 Example from Hasan 1989: 13, but his footnote 3 cites the wrong verse, and the text he 
cites in the text is slightly corrupt, taking the first word from Q 2:23 7. 


Further reading 

Ali, Mohamed Mohamed Yunis (2000) Medieval Islamic Pragmatics: Sunni Legal Theorists’ Models 
of Textual Communication. Curzon, Richmond. 

Burton, John (1977) The Collection of the Qur’an. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

Burton, John (1990) The Sources of Islamic Law: Islamic Theories of Abrogation. Edinburgh Uni¬ 
versity Press, Edinburgh. 

Graham, William A. (1977) Divine WordandProphetic Word in Early Islam: A Reconsideration of the 
Sources, with Special Reference to the Divine Sayings or hadith qudsi. Mouton, The Hague/Paris. 

Hallaq, Wael B. (1997) A History of Islamic Legal Theories: An Introduction to Sunni usul al-fiqh. 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge/New York. 

Kamali, Mohammad Hashim (1991) Principles of Islamic Jurisprudence, Revised edition. Islamic 
Texts Society, Cambridge. 

Kohlberg, Etan (1973) Some notes on the Imamite attitude to the Qur’an. In: Hourani, Albert, 
and Brown, Vivian (eds.) Islamic Philosophy and the Classical Tradition. University of South 
Carolina Press, Columbia, pp. 209-44. 

Weiss, Bernard G. (1992) The Search for God’s Law: Islamic Jurisprudence in the Writings of Sayf 
al-Din al-Amidl. University of Utah Press, Salt Lake City. 

Weiss, Bernard (1996) IbnTaymiyya on leadership in the ritual prayer. In: Masud, M. K., Messick, 
B. M., and Powers, D. S. (eds.) Islamic Legal Interpretation: Muftis and Their Fatwas. Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, pp. 63-71. 

Zysow, Aron (1984) The economy of certainty: An introduction to the typology of Islamic legal 
theory. PhD thesis. Harvard University. 



CHAPTER 30 


Contemporary Ethical Issues 

Leah Kinberg 


The Qur’an in the Service of Contemporary Islamic 
Aspirations 

The use of sacred script for polemic purposes is a method as ancient as the script itself. 
Biblical citations, which are used as a vehicle to support an ideology at stake, can be 
traced easily in various texts throughout history. Like Judaism and Christianity, Islam, 
from its earliest days, has integrated Qur'anic verses into its writings, gradually turning 
the technique into a major form of expression. In the last few years, however, we have 
witnessed a significant increase in the number of Qur'anic verses that are used as a 
source for the justification or sanction of specific current events. We often encounter 
citations of the divine word that are not limited to sacred texts or religious items, but 
are rather interwoven into the rhetoric of central figures and communicated through 
the general media. The present chapter is necessarily a preliminary study of this emerg¬ 
ing and changing phenomenon. 

Islam regards the Qur'an as the word of God that was gradually revealed to 
Muhammad to answer the needs and changing circumstances of the developing 
nascent community. Although prophecy ended with Muhammad’s death, the idea of a 
perfect compatibility between the revelation and current events did not stop in the 
first/seventh century. Instead it expanded to the next generations and became a central 
part of the Qur'anic sciences (hJiJm al-Qur"an), known as the “occasions of revelation” 
{asbab al-nuzHl). This flexibility was facilitated by the general, sometimes vague, nature 
of the Qur'anic text. Most Qur'anic verses are phrased in a style that avoids specific 
details, and consequently can be understood to have more than one meaning within 
more than one context. Islamic scholars, therefore, could use these verses as recourse 
for instruction, whenever and wherever needed, thus taking these verses beyond the 
scope of the time in which they were revealed. 

This special Qur'anic style underlies a major part of the Islamic dogma that deals 
with the miraculous nature of the Qur'an (i Jaz). The latter views the Qur'an as a divine 
revelation that cannot be Imitated by mortals, as an eternal and universal truth that 
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can be adapted to changing circumstances, and as assistance and guidance that may 
be applied to any situation at any given time or place. The act of identifying a part of 
the Qur’anic truth with a specific experience has always been accepted as an ultimate 
authorization. In other words, the ability to interpret a verse in a way that was relevant 
to a debatable issue always reinforced the confidence in the decisions taken. 

This may explain why, from the very first days of Islam till our own time, advice has 
been sought from Qur'anic verses in controversial matters. A general glance at classi¬ 
cal Islamic literature shows that whenever there was a need to validate a custom or an 
idea, it was - first and foremost - attached to a Qur'anic verse that could provide 
support, then to an auxiliary prophetic statement (hacSth), and only then to other mate¬ 
rial. This pattern has not changed throughout the ages, and can be widely traced in 
present days. Suffice it to mention the speeches of Muslim leaders, fatwds, Friday 
sermons held in mosques all over the Muslim world, official reports from Muslim coun¬ 
tries, editorials or polemic articles, and even chats in popular forums over the Internet. 
Examination of this material, provided generously nowadays through the Web, allows 
us to say that the stronger the message is meant to be, the more Qur'anic verses are 
used. As the issue becomes more equivocal, the number of Qur'anic verses cited as 
sources for support increases. 

To demonstrate the usage of Qur'anic verses in contemporary material, a wide range 
of texts may be consulted. Radical Islam uses Qur'anic verses to support aspects that 
touch upon the general idea of jihad, whereas other Islamic groups are more interested 
in emphasizing the anti-militaristic ideas elaborated in the Qur'an, and present a mod¬ 
erate image of Islam; some groups are interested merely in domestic issues, whereas 
others are West-oriented. The present study is a compilation of moderate texts, issued 
in the Islamic community, that deal with both domestic and foreign policies and address 
both the Islamic community and the West, all using Qur'anic verses to support their 
arguments. Most of the texts consulted are written in English; sometimes they are 
English versions of material written in languages of other parts of the Islamic world. 
All are adduced here as presented over the Web with no further editing. Arabic texts 
have been translated and summarized. These texts struggle against the association of 
Islam with aggression, oppression, violence, intolerance, and backwardness, and try to 
enhance its image by presenting it as “The” universal call for peace, equality, and 
pluralism. 

Out of a wide variety of texts, I chose to concentrate only on excerpts that make use 
of a single Qur'anic passage, verse 13 of chapter 49 (siirat al-hujurdt). On its surface, 
this verse does not appear to contain any extraordinary content, and ordinarily would 
not draw special attention or lead to controversy. The verse reads; “0 mankind. We have 
created you male and a female, and appointed you races (shuW) and tribes [qabd’U), that 
you may know one another. Surely the noblest of you in the sight of God is the most 
god-fearing of you. God is All-knowing, All-aware.” 

The verse focuses on three aspects; first, it deals with individuals, men and women, 
and can be understood as calling for egalitarianism of gender; second, it deals with the 
existence of different groups of people and can be interpreted as a call for equality; and 
third, it concentrates on ethico-religious aspects and advises believers to discern people 
by piety rather than by any other criterion. 
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The classical literature of the “occasions of revelation” (asbab al-nuzM) often con¬ 
nects the revelation of this verse with the conquest of Mecca (in the year 8/630), and 
recounts that when Muhammad entered Mecca as a conqueror, he ordered Bilal, a black 
slave, to summon people for prayer. Upon hearing that, several people expressed their 
resentment and named Bilal “the black crow.” As a reaction, a verse that teaches the 
equality of mankind was revealed. Thi s was Q 49:13 (al-WahidI 1388/1968: 295). 
Later on, the Shu'ubiyya, the movement which proclaimed equality of non-Arabs with 
Arabs within Islam, adopted this verse as the source for their name: “nations,” shuW, 
was the word used to designate the ajam, or non-Arab peoples, while “tribes,” qabd’il, 
was commonly taken to refer to the Arab tribes. 

Rather than dealing with classical commentaries of the verse, I will examine how Q 
49:13 is treated by present-day texts. Hundreds of texts, either in Arabic or in English 
(sometimes in a translated version), choose to quote Q 49:13 to support their message. 
The verse is introduced either along with other Qur'anic verses, or as a lone verse, and 
reference is made either to the whole verse or merely to one of its parts. In any case, 
the complete verse is integrated into the text and interpreted to meet the needs and 
intentions of the writer, whether communal, religious, or even political, addressed 
either to the community of believers or to the outer world. 

Throughout the analysis of the texts I will show the powerful influence of this verse, 
especially as a source of inspiration that enables its users to present Islam as “The” 
religion of love and peace, where equality and human rights play a central role, 
“The” religion that should be embraced by non-Muslims, or, at least, be used as a model 
for the world to follow and adopt. Special attention will be drawn to cases in which Q 
49:13 has been put in perfect compatibility with daily occurrences. No separation will 
be made between texts that deal with internal Islamic issues and those that deal with 
the world outside. Conversely, I will show that the interior and exterior topics are 
actually interwoven with one another, both aiming at the interaction between Islam 
and the West, either by emphasizing the divergence between the two cultures or by 
calling attention to their common features. 


Human Rights and Freedom 

An official document of the United Nations, which contains a report of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (CCPR), August 27, 1993 (translated into English 
from Erench), submitted by the Government of Morocco, provides a good understand¬ 
ing of the centrality of Q 49:13 within the sphere of human rights, as well as the 
natural way in which modern aspects cooperate with the classics. Article 3, paragraph 
17, reads: 

Article 3: Equal rights for men and women 

17. Morocco, a Muslim country with a centuries-old tradition and culture, has a modern 
legal system with its roots in Islam. Human rights are not a concept alien to Islam, for the 
religion deals with human beings at various stages of their life from fetus to adult, and 
with women as mothers, wives, daughters and human beings, placing them on an equal 
footing with men as regards obligations and rights: “0 mankind! We created you from a 
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male and a female, and divided you into nations and tribes that you might come to know 
one another. The oldest [sic!] of you in the sight of God is he who fears Him most.” (Arab 
Human Rights 2005) 


Slavery and Freedom 

Osama Abdallah was born 1975 and raised as a Muslim in the Middle East; he arrived 
in the USA in 1988. He was a typical Muslim apologist who built his own web site, 
www.answering-christianity.com, to counter-balance the accusations of the Christian 
adversary site answering-islam.org.uk, and proclaim his ideas about Islam, showing 
that the Bible is not necessarily the book that teaches freedom of speech and choice. 
With this purpose in mind, Osama Abdallah cites Q 49:13 frequently, each time to 
explain a different matter, with an ongoing emphasis on the distinctive qualities of 
Islam. While dealing with slavery, he says: 

The religion of Islam is a very beautiful religion when it comes to human equality and to 
liberation of slaves. When Prophet Muhammad peace be upon him brought Islam to his 
people from Allah Almighty, they used to practice the Judeo-Christian and Pagan slavery. 
They used to buy and sell slaves, abuse them, and flog them to death if slaves disobey. The 
Muslims had fought long and bloody battles against the Pagan Arabs to liberate slaves and 
women. (Answering Christianity 2005a) 

His site also states: 

No human being is better than the other in Islam here on earth. Only the better ones in 
righteousness are considered better in the sight of Allah Almighty: “0 mankind! We 
created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female, and made you into nations and 
tribes, that ye may know each other" (Answering Christianity 2005b) 


Brotherhood 

Salam magazine is the official magazine of the Federation of Australian Muslim Students 
and Youth Inc. (FAMSY). The March-April 2004 issue published a presentation given 
in Sydney by Siddiq Buckley who migrated to Australia from England in 1962 and 
embraced Islam in 19 76: he currently serves as a Principal of al Noori Muslim Primary 
School. He wrote the treatise entitled “The Concept of Brotherhood in Islam” (Famsy 
2005). The presentation opens with the following statement: “It is unnatural for people 
on this planet to live in isolation,... Islam has taken every necessary measure to 
preserve humanity from division and discord. One of these measures is the principle 
of brotherhood.” 

Analyzing the meaning of the term brotherhood, Buckley suggests three types: one, 
“based on biological relatedness,” two, existing “between all people on account of their 
common humanity,” and three, “based on belief and religious identity.” Q 49:13 is 
adduced to support the second definition: 
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This is the brotherhood between all the descendants of Adam . . . Allah says: “0 mankind, 
verily We created you from a male and a female and made you nations and tribes so you 
could come to know one another. Verily the noblest of you in the sight of AUah is the most 
righteous of you”. This refers to aU of humanity: believers and disbelievers, people of 
lineage and those without, close relatives and distant ones. 

Proper brotherhood relations can be maintained through mutual aid, of which charity 
is an important indicator. While listing the basic duties of Islam, Bucldey mentions 
the zakat (almsgiving) and explains: “Charity is highly encouraged in Islam and made 
obligatory for the wealthy Muslim to give a portion of their yearly savings to his poor 
Muslim brother.” 

In a totally different context, the same spirit of welfare is presented, this time through 
commercial terms. Issam Tlemsani, in an article entitled “Compatibility in Islamic and 
Western Traditions: The Case of Social Capitalism,” published by the Centre for Inter¬ 
national Business Policy, Kingston Business School (Kingston Business School 2005) 
presents the Islamic economic system as it is reflected through the religious duty of 
zakat. To prove his point, he uses the Qur'an as a major source. In section III (“Zakat as 
Social Capital”) when dealing with “universal brotherhood community,” he quotes 
Q 49:13, and connects it to his understanding of the basic idea of zakat, to foster 
solidarity and mutual cooperation among Muslim. 

Status of Women 

The status of women in Islam is one of the most popular, albeit sensitive, topics to be 
discussed over the Internet. Some discussions blame Islam for depriving women of their 
rights, but others present Islam as an enlightened religion that has always given rights 
to women within the restrictions of their gender. Q 49:13 plays an important role in 
both kinds of texts. 

The site www.muslimaat.com was established by a small group of young Muslim 
women in the UK, “with the aim to bring about an Islamic change in society by worldng 
with other young Muslim women and the native women of Britain ... to change the 
disastrous condition of the Muslim Community for the better and healthy society,” all 
this by “responding to the call of Allah,” 

The site has a large collection of articles, in which citations of Qur'anic verses play 
an important role. Such is the basis of the article entitled “The Women in Islam” 
(Muslimaat 2005). Here we find a historical survey of the situation of women 
before the rise of Islam, with special emphasis on the significant change that Islam 
brought about: 

Then Islam came, proclaiming her rights and her equality with men. It established for her 
all of her rights to bring her out of the miserable state that she was in and elevate her to 
the noble status that she deserves .. . Islam establishes the principle of equality between 
men and women in aU aspects of life that they are equal in, because both of them are 
equally human.. . . Islam conclusively estabUshes that aU human beings have a common 
origin. This fact is mentioned in many verses of the Qur’an. ... “0 Mankind, verUy we 
created you from a male and a female.” 
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Relying on the same verse, Osama Abdallah, while dealing with the status of women 
in Islam, takes a different angle. In an article entitled “Females: The Cursed Gender” 
(Answering Christianity 2005c), he explains: “It seems that God Almighty has some 
sort of ‘resentment’ or perhaps even ‘dislilce’ toward women, because they can easily 
create great wickedness on earth and in society.” He nevertheless presents Qur anic 
verses that, in his words, “praise the Good Women,” Here he mentions 0 49:13, and 
states: ‘A female in Islam can be more righteous than any man in her community.” 
With this notion in mind he reaches the following conclusion: 

According to Islam it seems that most women carry a great deal of evil in them. Their ulti¬ 
mate destiny is Hell fire. There are however women who also carry a great deal of good in 
them. AUah Almighty praised them in the Noble Quran. ... A good woman in Islam is not 
one who has lots of wealth, social status or even beauty. Only faith determines how beau¬ 
tiful and valuable a woman truly is. 

A quarterly newsletter for today’s Muslim woman by the name Daughters of Adam, 
based in Houston, Texas, supplies answers to questions of family and religious matters. 
In the issue of April-June 2002 (Daughters of Adam 2004) we find the following 
question: 

I would like to ask a question that is a common problem among many of us. How does 
Allah look at physical beauty.? How is it discussed in Hadith and Qur’an.? Many people favor 
some of their children over others just because of light skin color or eye color. How does 
the Qur’an view this.? 

Sheikh Muhammad Salih Al-Munajjid, a prominent Saudi scholar and author, answers 
citing Q 49:13: 

Physical beauty is not considered to be a measure of virtue among people in Islam: rather 
the standard on which distinctions are made is taqwa (piety, fear of Allah). Allah says 
(which means): “O mankind! We have created you from a male and a female, and made 
you into nations and tribes, that you may know one another Verily, the most honorable of 
you with Allah is that (believer) who has taqwa ...” With regard to dealing with one’s chil¬ 
dren, it is obligatory to treat them fairly and not to prefer some of them over others. 


Ethics 

A question discussed frequently touches on the Muslim code of behavior. Some texts 
address the Muslim communities within the Muslim countries; others aim to instruct 
Muslims who five in the West. In both cases, the texts present Islam as the only religion 
that contains paramount values. Consequently, these texts encourage Muslims to 
adhere to the Qur'anic concepts and to familiarize non-Muslims with these virtues. 
These edifying texts often use Q 49:13 to support their call; under the title ‘A System 
for Warning Wrong-doers” (Islamic Lit 2005) we find a general call: 
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This is a presentation of statements from Allah, the Exalted, which condemns the practice 
of arrogance, greed, murder, breaking agreements, lying, hypocrisy, vilification, ethnic 
cleansing and supporting injustice . . . Every time the kaflr [kd/ir = unbehever, infidel], 
thalim [zalim = oppressor, evil-doer] or fasiq \Jasiq = sinner] opens his or her mouth or does 
something, they [i.e. the Muslims] should point out his lack of credibility, integrity and 
moral authority - past and present. They should ask him/her to repent and change his/her 
evil ways. When the following actions and statements occur, cite the Qur’an. 

Following this comes a long list of actions of assault, verbal or physical, directed at the 
Muslims. With each of the hostile symptoms a Qur'anic verse is cited that might miti¬ 
gate the situation. Encountering such behavior, every Muslim is advised to read the rel¬ 
evant Qur'anic verses out loud, and in so doing to let those who have gone astray see 
the right path. Q 49:13 is to be used to counter any sign of arrogance: 

Aliah, the Exalted, condemns Arrogance. Concerning racial superiority, Allah, the Exalted 
has said: “Oh people, We created you from a male and a female and We made you into 
races and tribes so that you may recognize each other. The most honorable of you in the 
opinion of AUah is the most God-fearing of you.” 

Discussions about the moral code of Islam may often develop into general statements 
that present Islam as a set of norms to be emulated or even as a faith to be embraced. 
Such texts focus on two main aspects. The first treats Islam as a universal faith, whereas 
the second presents Islam as a model. Both aspects are supported by Q 49:13, and use 
it as a supreme authorization. 


Islam as a Model 

A Friday-sermon, delivered in April 2004 by Shaykh Muhammad Taher in the grand 
mosque of Leeds, opened with a description of the virtues of Islam and called attention 
to the duty of the Muslims who live in Europe to spread their religion among 
non-Muslims: 

Today there are approximately 15 miUion Muslims living in Europe, and many of them 
were born and raised in Europe. It is appropriate for [sic] that their duty be to call to Islam 
and to educate people about Islam. . . . Today, we urgently need to clarify for people the 
magnanimity of our deen [din = religion and way of life], and the greatness of its objec¬ 
tives, which respect human life and honor it. Indeed, our deen is one of justice, peace, 
brotherhood, love and righteousness for whoever is exposed to its loving care. Allah says 
in the Qur’an: “Qh Mankind! We created you from a male and a female, and made you into 
nations and tribes.” (Leeds Grand Mosque 2005) 

A similar message is delivered in an Australian Newsletter (“High Notes”) of the 
Sydney Boys High School (an academically selective high school for boys conducted by 
the NSW Department of Education and Training, founded in 1883) in a speech given 
by Ali Alsamail on November 17, 2003 at a forum organized by “The Islamic Society 
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of Sydney Boys.” While explaining the purpose of the organization (ISSBH), the speaker 
stressed the duty of the Muslim boys: “to open up to the rest of the school with their 
culture and religion. The main arms of the ISSBH,” he explained, “are to first teach 
ourselves more about Islam, and then to try to inform others about it.” He goes on to 
quote a few Qur’anic verses, including Q 49:13 (Sydney Boys High School 2004). 
Islam, he says, 

sets up a system of social ethics which is yet to be paralleled, even in today’s human rights 
aware society. The Qur’an says: “0 mankind, we created you from a male and a female, 
and made you into nations and tribes, so that you may know one another. Those of you 
who are most honorable, are those that are most pious”. This means that humans should 
be judged by one factor alone. Not their race, gender, nationality or skin color, but the way 
they behave. 

The speech ends with the following apologetic statement: “Islam is not a religion of 
terror and backwardness; it is a religion of compassion and advancement.” 


Islam as a Universal Faith 

As we have already seen, Osama Abdallah uses Q 49:13 on several occasions. He also 
cites the verse to confirm the universal nature of Islam. Under the title “What is the 
Wisdom of Islam.? And How will Allah Almighty Judge Muslims and non-Muslims.?” 
(Answering Christianity 2005d), he says: 

Allah Almighty created all mankind with different races, mentality and beliefs; “0 mankind 
[this includes all races and all nations]. We created you from a single (pair) of a male and 
a female. ...” Throughout the Noble Quran, Allah Almighty sometimes talks directly to 
Muslims, to non Muslims and to aU mankind (both Muslims and non Muslims). This by 
itself means a lot to me as a human being. It teUs me that AUah Almighty’s Book (The Noble 
Quran) is not just meant for Muslims only. Anyone can reach his Creator through Islam . 

. . It is important to know that in the Noble Quran, AUah Almighty wUl admit to Paradise 
those from the Muslims and non-Muslims who He loves because of their righteous work 
and belief. Let us look at the foUowing Noble Verses: “0 mankind [this includes all races and 
all nations] We created you from a single (pair) of a male and a female.” 

The Islamic Center of Rochester (2005) treats the universality of Islam under the 
question “Is Islam an Arab Religion,” stating: 

No! Islam is a religion for all humanity. It is the first religion, which had a universal begin¬ 
ning. The early followers of Prophet Muhammad (peace is upon him) came from Arabia, 
Africa, Iran, Asia, and the West. Racism, tribalism, and nationalism divided the world 
before Islam. Some people claimed to have been chosen by God and others as inferiors. The 
rich considered the poor as people of lower classes. Islam came with: “0 people! God created 
you from a single pair of male and female and made you unto tribes and nations so that 
you may know one another (not to chastise one another). The best among you is the one 
who is the most conscious of God.” 
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Sayyid Mujtaba Musavi Lari is the son of Ayatullah Sayyid Ali Asghar Lari, one of the 
great religious scholars and social personalities of Iran. He was born in 1925 in Lar, 
Iran, In 1963 he wrote The Face of Western Civilization, a comparative discussion of 
Western and Islamic civilization. In 1978, after visiting the USA, England and France 
he returned to Iran and began writing a series of articles on Islamic ideology, later col¬ 
lected in a book called The Foundations of Islamic Doctrine. In 1980, he established the 
“Office for the Diffusion of Islamic Culture Abroad” in Qum which dispatches free copies 
of his translated works throughout the world. While presenting the idea of equality as 
one of the most significant achievements of Islam, he summons the world to embrace 
Islam, In an article entitled “Islam, Freedom and Justice” (Lari 2005), he cites Q 49:13 
and says: 

The peoples of today’s world yearn for unity, justice and freedom. They long to be saved 
from exploitation and war. They wander lost, like sheep gone astray. Let them turn to the 
sunshine of Islam’s regulations of life and living. Under that common sun, ail - black, 
white, red and yellow - are at one in justice, freedom and equality. For Islam, true excel¬ 
lence lies not in the intellectual or manual attainments of people of differing gifts: but in 
the moral attainments of a pure heart. These are equally open to all, whatever their other 
gifts. As it is written: “0 Mankind, We created you from a male and a female; and made 
you into tribes and nations that you may get to know each other, and verily, most honored 
before God is the most virtuous.” 


Equality and Diversity 

The texts presented so far call for a better understanding of Islam. With the focus on 
its virtues, especially the idea of equality, these texts present the Islamic spirit as a 
source of edification, as the ultimate truth. Q 49:13 is treated here as the essence of 
Islam, as a certificate that presents all the precious features of its holder. As such, it can 
serve the aspiration of Islam to be the religion of the masses and not merely of the elect. 

These, however, are not the only ideas attached to the verse. Another group of texts 
bases its arguments on Q 49:13 and focuses on the paramount qualities of Islam, Such 
texts avoid the comparison of Islam with other faiths but rather call for interaction. 
Whereas the first group treats God’s creation of men and women/nations and tribes to 
show similarity between the creatures of God and to establish the idea of equality, the 
second group uses God’s creation to explain the diversity of people and to promote 
the need for a dialogue. Instead of citing the part of the verse that describes creation, 
these texts focus on a single word used in Q 49:13, li-taarafu (“so that you know one 
another”), and argue that God’s purpose was to create individuals who are different 
from each other in order to enable interaction between them and encourage them “to 
know one another.” 

The Pakistan Link, the first Pakistani newspaper on the Internet, established in 1994, 
published a speech that was delivered at the ‘Annual Banquet of Interfaith Council 
of Westminster,” May 5, 2001, at the Latter-Day Saints Church in Westminster, 
California (the name of the speaker is not mentioned): 
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I believe that it is possible to have unity with diversity. In the world in which we are living 
today, and it is rightly called “the global village”, we cannot imagine having unity without 
diversity. It is not only that people in different parts of the world are diverse, but now we 
have a lot of diversity in our own cities, towns, indeed in our neighborhoods . . . Islam 
teaches us that diversity is a fact of nature and it makes the nature beautiful. God has 
created this whole universe with diversity.. . . The diversities of races, families and tribes 
also have a healthy and constructive purpose, viz. that “you may know each other”. In the 
words of the Qur’an: “0 people. We have created you from a male and a female and made 
you into races and tribes so that you may know each other. Surely the most honored 
of you in the sight of God is the one who is the most righteous of you.” (Pakistan 
Link 2005) 


Dialogue and Pluralism 

God has created mankind the way He did to make people “know one another,” {li- 
taarafu). Knowing each other is actually a call for unity and dialogue, meaning that 
any racial, tribal, and religious difference should be accepted and directed to a con¬ 
structive way. Dr. Muhammad Nimr al-Samalc, a Lebanese journalist and writer, 
explains that dialogue “is actually tantamount to a wisdom which - if understood and 
applied properly - could well serve as a stepping stone for the promotion of a ‘new world 
order’, which all men of good will are dreaming of today.” 

Dr. Muhammad Nimr al-Samak, presented this definition in a talk entitled “The 
Culture of ‘Knowing One Another’ in Islam” (Islam On Line 2005a). The talk was given 
at an international conference in Tripoli in September 2003, held by the international 
forum named “Lita’arafu,” belonging to the World Council of the Islamic Call. The par¬ 
ticipants at the conference agreed upon: 

asserting the adherence to the cuiture of TAARUF between peopie on the basis of Christ¬ 
ian and Isiamic spirituai vaiues and the exaited human principies which are in accordance 
with the ruie of respecting man whom God has honored. (Isiam On Line 2005b) 

The term taarufwas, chosen as a motto to show “Cooperation Towards the Attainment 
of a ‘ta’arufwhich comprehends Allah’s wisdom behind creating us of different lan¬ 
guages and colors” (Islam On Line 2005c). From here, the idea of pluralism, still based 
on Q 49:13, is not distant. Dr. al-Samak in his above mentioned tallc (Islam On Line 
2005a) asserts: 

Accepting and respecting plurality as God created us, is in itself an expression of be¬ 
lieving in God.. . . [Ejthnic differences do not form any base for preference. ... [Tjhese 
differences are part of the nature of humans. 

Pluralism is often put in contrast with Samuel Huntington’s Clash of Civilisation. 
TaUdng about peace in Islam, the chairman of the United Muslim Association of Hong 
Kong (UMAH), Mohamed AlU Din, explained: 
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God almighty made the human society, huilt on interconnected interest, henefits and 
made to promote mutual understanding and cooperation, if peaceful co-existence is to he 
achieved as given in the Holy Quran Chapter 49 Verse 13 ... As religious people we should 
not misrepresent each other. We must wish for others what we wish for our selves. We 
should encourage dialogue and cooperation rather than prejudices and confrontations. As 
religious people it is our responsibility to live in peace with others. Instead of talking about 
the clash of civUization, let us talk about building bridges between civilizations. (United 
Muslim Association 2005) 

The idea of ta amf receives a more comprehensive meaning in a speech, given upon the 
request of the Vatican, of the Grand Imam of al-Azhar, Shaykh Muhammad Sayyid 
Thutawl who is regarded as Egypt's senior Islamic figure and one of the most respected 
Sunni Muslim leaders in the world. The Vatican declared January 24, 2002 a “day of 
prayer for peace in the world.” Representatives of different churches and other religions 
were invited to give “testimonies for peace.” The representative of the Islamic world was 
TantawT. His speech, published in the official site of the Vatican (TantawT 2005), con¬ 
sisted of citations of five central Qur'anic verses, which made five central points indi¬ 
cating the Muslim love for peace. Q 49:13 was cited in the third place, and was preceded 
by one explanatory sentence: “God has created us in this fife so that we may Imow one 
another.” 


Sects and Ethnic Groups 

The question of differences and variations often comes up in discussions concerning 
the issue of ethnic groups and sects in Islam. The following statement may illustrate 
the role of Q 49:13 in supporting the idea of diversity in Islam. It is presented as 
a manifesto of a Kurdish individual, addressing Turkey and the Turldsh people. 
It opens with a full citation of Q 49:13 and continues with some elaboration on 
the verse: 

The diversity in human race and cuiture is God’s creation. The purpose of such diversity, 
as the verse above suggests, is for human nations and tribes to know each other... 
Any effort to unify cultures and languages leads to disappearance of that diversity and 
against the original purpose of God of creating that diversity. I am not a Persian, Arab 
or Turk. I am a Kurd and I shall remain as one because that’s what Allah SWT wants 
me to be... In Islam, no culture is superior or inferior to another culture and all 
Islamic cultures have the right to exist and co-exist with other cultures in the society 
(Hajir 2005) 

Similar arguments were made in a dialogue between Arabs and Kurds concerning 
human rights, as presented in the newspaper from Bahrain, al-Wasat (in Arabic), (June 
30, 2004). Using Q 49:13 and several prophetic sayings as authorization, the text con¬ 
demns the denial of the Kurds’ rights and shows that Islam has always taught the 
importance of mutual aid among Muslims and has never accepted discrimination nor 
compulsion for reasons of race or nation. 
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Nationalism and Racism 

The notion of unity characterizes great portions of the ideology of ‘Abd al-‘Aziz b. ‘Abd 
Allah b. 'Abd al-Rahman b. Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah b. Baz (d. 1999). Ibn Baz was the 
Grand Mufti in the kingdom of Saudi Arabia. In his book Naqd al-Qawmiyya al- ‘Ara- 
biyya (‘A Criticism of Arab Nationalism”) he unequivocally states that nationalism 
should be condemned in Islam, since it reflects the spirit of the jdhiliyya, the period prior 
to Islam. Trying to justify Islam’s anti-nationalistic nature, Ibn Baz quotes some 
prophetic sayings, such as: “Let the people stop boasting about their forefathers that 
have passed away,” and explains, while citing Q 49:13, that this anti-nationalistic atti¬ 
tude is in accordance with the Qur’an, He further analyzes the implications of the verse 
and says: 

So Allaah, the One free from all defects, has made it clear in this noble verse that people 
have been made into nations and tribes so that they may come to know one other, NOT so 
that they could brag and be proud over one another! And Allaah, the Most High, consid¬ 
ers the most noblest amongst them to be the one who has the most piety and taqwaa. (Ibn 
Baz 2005) 

A text of a different nature is “Working in Muslim Schools” by Yahiya Emerick 
(Islamic Foundation 2005). It is the purpose of the article to show that secular educa¬ 
tion is not enough for Muslim children and that Islamic religious schools are a must. 
In establishing his theory, Emerick takes several Qur’anic verses as his foundation. 
Q 49:13 helps him to establish his argument against nationalism. 

Freedom is a curious thing. In an oppressive society, people tend to keep their mouths shut 
and their eyes closed. In this way they hope the strong arm of the government will leave 
them alone. If the government of Syria or Algeria, for instance, suppresses Islamic demo¬ 
cracy and Muslim concerns, few will challenge them because of the brutal consequences. 
Hence people, for the most part, grow up without much Islamic awareness. A citizen of 
such a country wiU tend to base his or her identity and sense of self on an ethnic feeling 
or on nationalism, which is quite common in the modern world. Islam, on the other hand, 
is the antithesis of racism (Qur’an 49:13) or nationahsm. Thus, for those who are inter¬ 
ested in seriously passing the teachings of Islam on to the next generation, a secular 
education wUl not suffice. 

The section on “Nationalism” in the work Rope of Allah presented by the One Ummah 
Network appears under the title “The Disease of Nationalism and How it has Divided 
the Ummah (Global Muslim Community).” Following the definition of the term 
“nationalism,” we find the following: 

For Muslims, separating into nations and adopting nationalism is actually denying the 
supremacy of the “global nation”. Furthermore, believing in the sovereignty of a nation 
is denying the sovereignty of Allah. In an Islamic State, Allah is the absolute authority, 
and sovereignty rests exclusively with Him. By denying this, we are denying what Allah 
tells us in the Qur’an. [8 Qur’anic verses are then cited, among which is Q 49:13], As you 
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can see, splitting up the religion into sects is clearly forbidden in Islam. There is no 
difference in whether the divisions between Muslims are based on beliefs, race, national¬ 
ity, political views, or simply dislike of each other. Differences of opinion do not make 
dividing the Ummah legitimate or necessary. (One Ummah Network 2005) 

The above three examples, among many others, attest to the great need to eradicate 
any possible correlation between Islam and nationalism. Various texts would add the 
issue of racism to the discussion and argue that Islam, as a paramount religion that 
calls for equality, cannot be contaminated with nationalism, racism or any land of 
discrimination. 

A general Islamic site by the name of The Islam Knowledge Site, in a section dedicated 
to non-Muslims, lists some misconceptions about Islam, The first item on the list is 
racism and nationalism. Here we find: 

Many people think that Islam preaches racism or nationalism. However one can see from 
the Qur’an this is not true, as it states what means, “Oh mankind. We created you from a 
single soul, male and female, and made you into nations and tribes.” (Islam Knowledge 
2005) 

In his site www.answering-christianity.com, Osama Abdullah once again has issued a 
challenge to Jews and/or Christians. The points raised represent apologetic and polemic 
approaches, of which the article “Muhammad the Racist.?” (Answering Christianity 
2005e) is merely one example. The article opens with an explanation, followed by Q 
49:13: 

We must first of all know that Allah Almighty in the Noble Quran loves us because of our 
Righteousness and not because of our race or gender: “0 mankind! We created you from 
a single (pair) of a male and a female.” 

The term “peoples and tribes” is taken here to mean “people with different cultures, 
races and religions,” and with the exegesis of al-QurtubI (d. 671/1272) in mind 
(“peoples” are those with unknown genealogies, unlike “tribes”), Osama Abdullah 
draws the following conclusion: 

All human collectivities, of whatever race, are included in the verse, which moreover states 
that ethnic identity is a natural and legitimate thing, insofar as it does not obstruct reli¬ 
gious solidarity. 

An official document of the United Nations that contains a report of the “Commit¬ 
tee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination,” submitted by Saudi Arabia (March 5, 
2003), focuses on discrimination of women in education, but has also more general 
articles. Article No. 9 integrates Q 49:13 in the following way: 

9. The State party made use of all available educational and cultural means and the media 
to promote tolerance and eliminate discrimination. Religious and other academic curric¬ 
ula emphasized the firmly established Islamic principles prohibiting discrimination, in 
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accordance with the words of the Almighty in the Koran, “People! We created you from a 
male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes so that you may know each other. 

In the sight of God, the most noble of you is he who fears Him most.” (Committee on the 
Elimination of Racial Discrimination 2005) 

Islam On Line, a formal, representative and major Islamic Internet site that covers 
news from the Muslim world and contains editorial and commentary sections on social 
issues, contributes to the issue of racism in Islam in the following provoking way: 

Islam is a way of life that transcends race and ethnicity. The Glorious Qur’an repeatedly 
reminds us of our common origin: (O mankind. We created you from a single (pair) of a 
male and a female, and made you into nations and tribes, that ye may know each other 
(not that ye may despise (each other).. . .’) The eradication of race consciousness is one of 
the outstanding moral achievements of Islam. In the contemporary world there is, as it 
happens, a crying need for the propagation of this Islamic virtue. (Islam On Line 2005d) 


Politics: Islam - The Religion of Peace, Tolerance, and Dialogue 

The excerpts mentioned above use Q 49:13 to endorse the status of Islam as a moral 
code among Muslims and non-Muslims. They do not relate it to any significant politi¬ 
cal matter. Whether the discussion is within the Islamic community or addressed to the 
outer world, the general messages delivered in these texts are of a societal nature fla¬ 
vored with religious aspects. This ethico-religious approach fits the way Q 49:13 was 
treated in early Islam, both in the asbab al-nuziH literature and later on by the Shu Wiyya, 
always with the notion that those divine words referred to Islamic communal and spir¬ 
itual life. There are, however, some contemporary texts that widen the implications 
of the verse to Include political issues. In so doing, however, the message delivered 
does not lose its general edifying purpose, but merely draws attention to further likely 
implications of the verse. 

A memo addressed to Osama bin Laden was written as a personal letter by Muqtedar 
Khan, the director of International Studies in Adrian College in Michigan, the Center 
for the Study of Islam and Democracy. It was a response to a tape recorded message by 
Osama bin Laden, dated February 11, 2003. The purpose of the memo is to answer the 
devastating image of the “Islam of B. Laden” by drawing an ideal picture of “another 
Islam.” Q 49:13 plays an important role in this combat: 

Mr. Biniaden, In the name of Allah, The Most Merciful, the Most Benevolent. I begin by 
reciting some important principles of Islam to remind you that there is more to Islam 
than just a call to arms . . . “People, We have created you from a male and a female, and 
made you into nations and tribes that you might know one another. The noblest of you 
before God is the most righteous of you.” ... I am writing this to make it clear that there 
are Muslims in America and in the world who despise and condemn extremists and 
have nothing to do with Bin Laden and those like him for whom killing constitutes 
worship. Islam was sent as mercy to humanity and not as an ideology of terror or hatred. 

... To use Islam as a justification to declare an Armageddon against aU non-Muslims 
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is inherently un-Islamic - it is a despicable distortion of a faith of peace. (Islam for 
Today 2005) 

In December 2003, after the capture of Saddam Hussein, Tashbih Sayyed (editor-in- 
chief of Pakistan Today, a California-based weekly newspaper, and president of Council 
for Democracy and Tolerance) published an article entitled “The Face of the Cow¬ 
ardice,” Here we find Q 49:13 cited to repudiate dishonesty, “Saddam Hussein’s capture 
was important,” explains the writer. 

It was needed to deprive the radical Islamists of a rallying symbol. . . There is a lesson in 
Saddam's capture. People who pretend to be brave and heroic by muzzling the voice of 
dissent are those who basically lack honor . .. Peace in this earth and love among peoples 
need real leaders who believe in democracy. Pretenders cannot defend a faith that preaches 
against hatred. Remember what Islam’s holy book says, “0 mankind. We created you from 
a single (pair) of a male and female and made you into nations and tribes that ye may know 
each other (not that ye may despise each other). ...” What the world saw on Sunday, 
December 14, 2001 was the real Saddam Hussein - a pretender. (Pakistan Today 2005) 

Two months earlier, in October 2003, the Saudi prince ‘Abd Allah b. ‘Abd al- ‘Aziz gave 
a speech during a grand banquet held in his honor by the Paldstani president General 
Pervez Musharraf (Islamabad, October 19, 2003), The official site of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of Saudi Arabia published the speech: 

From the land of the two holy mosques, the cradle of the true message, the site of the 
revelation that descended on prophet Mohammed, and the quiblah [qibla = direction of 
prayer] for all Muslims, I came to bring with me the genuine affection and friendship 
of your brothers in Saudi Arabia . . . 

Dear brothers, 

A small group of murderous terrorists were able to spoil our relations with non-Muslims, 
and distort the image of Islam and Muslims. We have to confront this deviant group and 
its false claims, and estabhsh our relation with non-Muslims on a sound basis of mutual 
understanding. It was Allah’s will to create mankind into distant individuals and individ¬ 
ual tribes and nations, not to kill each other, but for the purpose of coming to know each 
other and to cooperate into glorious human enterprise, which is the creation of civiliza¬ 
tion on this planet... “0 mankind. We have created you from a male and a female, and 
made you into nations and tribes, that you may know one another. Verily, the most hon¬ 
ourable of you with Allah is that (believer) who has At-Taqwa [taqwa = god-fearing] Verily, 
Allah is All-Knowing, All-Aware.” (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Saudi Arabia 2004) 

Much earlier, in the 1990s, we find Q 49:13 cited in a peace-process speech, in the 
“Summit of the Peacemakers,” convened in Sharm el-Sheildi, Egypt, in March 1996, 
in order to put the Palestinian-Israeli peace process back on track after a spate of suicide 
bombings in Israel, In his address to the gathering. His Majesty King Hussein stressed 
that those who use religious justifications for terrorist acts have tarnished the image of 
Islam, which is a religion of peace, tolerance, and dialogue. The following is the last 
part of his speech: 
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My country will always be on the front line in the effort to protect the peace process and 
to maintain the gains made by ordinary people. Our commitment to human rights and 
democratization will remain a constant component of our national identity, and a guiding 
light for our actions in the Arab, Islamic and international arenas. Jordan will remain 
committed to combating ethnic and sectarian conflicts. We will continue working to end 
terror. We will direct every effort against poverty, despair and fanaticism, so that we can 
all live in dignity and freedom. In this, we take our guidance from the Holy Qur’an, in 
which God Almighty tells us: “0 mankind, we have created you male and female, and have made 
you nations and tribes that you may know one another. Verily, the most honored among you 
in the sight of Allah is the most righteous. Allah is all-knowing, all-aware." (King Hussein, 
Jordan, 2005) 

Conclusion: The Media as Qur’anic Commentary 

Reading the Qur an without commentary (tafsTr) is almost impossible. The text is too 
general to be understood without additional explanation or detail, and these are gen¬ 
erously supplied in the tafsir. The vast tafsTr literature can take a variety of forms. It can 
take the form of a lexicon to deal with vague expressions: it can offer a syntax analy¬ 
sis and explain the structure of the verses, and it can also become immersed into philo¬ 
sophical questions or legal issues; yet, it can also be of the kind that studies the events 
that preceded the revelations. The latter is the kind of tafsTr relevant to the present study. 
It examines the historical/communal background, fills in missing details and identifies 
people or facts alluded to in the verses. We may say that this is the most elaborated and 
popular form of tafsTr, the one kind of which Islam has always been fond, with a never- 
ending passion to study the details. Verse-enlightening material may be found either in 
tafsTr books or in special works dedicated to “occasion of revelation”, in hadTth collec¬ 
tions and in sTra compilations (the biography of Muhammad). This is the kind of tafsTr 
that underlies the idea of the Qur'an as a source of guidance for the Muslim commu¬ 
nity to follow, the genre that supports the rationale of the gradual “descent” (nuzHl) of 
the verses. 

Although the word of God has been kept above the seventh heaven on the “well- 
preserved tablet” (al-lawh al-mahfUz), it nevertheless was not given as one unit at one 
time, but rather reached the people step by step. The idea of gradual revelation means 
constant interaction with God and provides assurance of His guidance. Revelations that 
result from a need can answer immediate questions, solve complicated situations and 
take good care of the believers. Having confidence in the universal and eternal word of 
God, Muslim scholars let the idea of divine guidance extend to all the following gener¬ 
ations, and, in so doing, allowed people at any given time to find their own aspirations 
in the Qur'anic text. 

This background may explain the heavy usage and massive citations of Qur anic 
verses in Islamic texts of various periods of time including our own. The media in the 
contemporary Islamic world, as we have seen, follows the steps of classical Islam, It 
integrates the holy text into its communications and suggests new backgrounds to the 
verses. In so doing, the media actually adds a contemporary layer to Islamic exegetical 
literature. The present study is merely one example of the smooth adoption of the 
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traditional techniques. As demonstrated by a variety of current texts, different mean¬ 
ings, ideas, values, and theories can be read into one particular verse. Thus, Q 49:13, 
which in its early days helped to handle new demographic facts in a rapidly growing 
community, has recently become a symbol of integrity, equality, peace, and piety. The 
great quantity of texts that seeks support in this verse attests to its special function as 
a central argument in the ongoing Islamic efforts to eradicate its militant image. There 
is no better way to penetrate the hearts and, at the same time, address your own people 
with the most sacred and authoritative source, while also enabling the outer world to 
reach the same material and be influenced by it. By incorporating Q 49:13 into media- 
communications, a different notion of Islam is being created: moderate rather than 
radical, peace loving rather than hate-mongering. 


Further reading 

Bunt, Gary R. (2003) Islam in the Digital Age: E-Jihad, Online Fatwas, and Cyber Islamic Environ¬ 
ments. Pluto Press, London. 



CHAPTER 31 


Narrative Literature 

Roberto Tottoli 


If we look at Islam and try to identify a foundational element in its tradition, one that 
is destined to leave an exact mark on Islamic history, we are obliged to choose between 
the Qur'an and the example of the life of Muhammad. In this chapter we will 
concentrate on the former and retrace evidence of the legacy of the Qur'an, restricting 
our focus to the sphere of a literary legacy, or in other words, the mark left by Qur'an 
narratives on Islamic Arabic literature. The Qur'an is at the heart of Islamic history 
and culture, holding authority, inspiring concepts, behavior, definitions, visions, and, 
above all, literature, more than any other aspect in Islamic fife. Every genre of Islamic 
literature is therefore, to a greater or lesser extent, the fruit of an acquired and 
elaborated Qur'anic legacy. Be it poetry or juridical casuistry, the Qur'an permeates 
nearly every page (see Zubaidi 1983: 334-9 on the Qur'an’s legacy also in profane 
literature). In the theological ideal, all Islamic literature is to be the fruit of a direct 
or indirect exegetical path, or owes at least an explicit or implicit reference to the 
sacred text. 

Ideals, however, will remain ideal if they are unachievable models of perfection. If it 
is true that everything that is conceived, realized, or written must conform to the word 
of the sacred text, this also means finding “justification” and backing in the Qur'an for 
concepts that are unrelated to it. Yet, it is of little importance that authors of the Islamic 
age adhere to the Qur'an as a formal expedient to diffuse literature that in effect only 
refers to the Qur'an instrumentally: the cultural model survives even when it becomes 
artificial or affected, if we can call affected the recourse to the word of an omnipotent 
God. What holds for Islam and the Qur'an, holds also for literature: its scope - at least 
the scope intended by the founders of Islamic traditionalism - is life as a whole and not 
just a restricted cultural and ritualistic sphere. 

The relationship between the Qur'an and subsequent literature is necessarily com¬ 
posite. The Qur'an can directly condition literary discourse or it can function as an 
unrelated point of reference to reinvigorate other concepts and ideas. Islamic literature, 
like any tradition of religious literature, offers cases for each of these - traditions 
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deriving directly and logically from the sacred text, others that adhere to its contents 
and others still that are totally unrelated to it. This chapter will evaluate the Qur'an on 
the one hand and religious literature on the other, to identify where the former has 
influenced the latter or where the latter has absorbed elements of the former. This rela¬ 
tionship is obviously determined in part by the choice of individual authors in the 
course of the history of the literary tradition as a whole. Exploration of the literary 
legacy of the Qur'an is also a question of the exegetical style and method of each author 
in his approach to the Qur'an, to use it, to refer to it frequently or to completely ignore 
it, but either way to keep it present at all times. Nevertheless, the liberty of the author- 
exegete is not unlimited. To a signtlicant extent the relationship is also determined by 
the nature of the Qur'anic word on the topic under consideration. Where there is an 
ample supply of verses on a particular topic in the Qur'an, reference to these becomes 
inevitable, and, at times, the distinctive quality of a particular author is characterized 
merely by the number of citations he makes. 

As mentioned above, this chapter will not be looldng at the legacy of the entire sacred 
text, but only at the legacy of Qur'an narratives. A preliminary hurdle is one of 
definition. A univocal definition of Qur'an narrative is problematic owing to the nature 
and style of the Qur'anic text. Other genres, such as the juridical parts, are more easily 
distinguishable. It would almost be easier to proceed by elimination. An approved 
method is that of identifying Qur'an narratives with verses that are historical in char¬ 
acter.^ Indeed, the Qur'an relates events or issues that are true, that are factual history, 
and that are to be believed precisely because they took place or will occur in the 
history of the world (Leder 1998: 39-40). Moreover, there is no room for professedly 
fantastical narratives or explicative parables. The historical character is manifest in the 
condemnation of the asdtir al-awwalm, the fantastical stories that the Qur'an sets 
itself against. The Qur'an narratives are thus narratives with a historical subject- 
matter and are related in particular to three categories - or moments - of history: 
the past, the present, and the future (Rosenthal 2002: 430-9). The past and the future 
are awarded the most space and careful attention. Of the 6,000-plus verses that 
make up the Qur'an, just over 1,500 are dedicated to the past, to the stories of the patri¬ 
archs and prophets, while 1,700 mention eschatological issues (Platti 2002: 174). 
Reference to the present consists in allusions to the mission of Muhammad and is 
less frequent than the other categories. Polemical references to unbelievers and 
Jews cannot be included in this category because here, for a question of style among 
other things, the Qur'an does not mention them in connection with the fife of 
Muhammad. 

In this chapter, we will try to define the relationship between the Qur'an and 
post-Qur'anic literature within each of the genres that developed from the three his¬ 
torical moments identified in the Qur'an. In other words, we will explore Islamic liter¬ 
ature that covers pre-Islamic history, the life of the prophet and the eschatological 
future. The aim, therefore, is to draw some general conclusions about the relationship 
between certain literary works written over time and the Qur'an, and to ascertain the 
extent to which the sacred text influenced or determined the distinctive qualities of such 
literature.^ 
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Past: The Stories of the Prophets 

The Qur’an mentions the past mainly by reference to the prophets that preceded 
the mission of Muhammad. These figures coincide almost entirely with those from the 
Judeo-Christian biblical tradition, roughly from Adam to Jesus and his apostles (see 
Tottoli 2002: 3-79). These references cannot be described as sporadic, given that a 
quarter of the Qur’an is taken up with these stories. The sheer number of references to 
these figures and their importance in terms of establishing the definition of prophecy 
in Islam has determined the considerable role assigned to them in post-Qur’anic liter¬ 
ature. Reference to patriarchs and prophets can thus be found in abundance and in dif¬ 
ferent ways, in aU the literary genres. 

The most significant aspect to emerge in the literature related to the stories of the 
prophets is, undoubtedly, the definition of a linear chronology. The Qur’an presents 
passages in open order, with frequent repetitions of the same episode in more than one 
sura. Islamic literature, however, rapidly defined a chronological path from creation to 
the threshold of the advent of Muhammad within which to arrange Qur’anic data and 
narrative material of different origin. This occurs mainly in historiography, or rather, 
in history books and in the first books specifically dedicated to the fives of the prophets, 
the so-called Qisas al-anbiya. If, in historiography, the succession of prophets consti¬ 
tutes the initial stage of a history based on three periods - prophets, Muhammad, and 
Islamic history - the Qisas al-anbiya represent a type of genre limited to the description 
of the first among these. Here, in a temporal and literary space that goes from creation 
to the advent of Muhammad, medieval Islamic authors gather stories and traditions of 
different kinds to alternate with and fink to Qur’anic verses and passages. 

The distinctive features of the genre of the stories of the prophets, and the relation¬ 
ship between Qur’anic and extra-Qur’anic material, are made explicit in what is con¬ 
sidered to be the most significant Qisas al-anbiya written by Abu Ishaq al-ThaTabI (d. 
427/1035). It was composed in the first half of the eleventh century, when the liter¬ 
ary genres had already been defined and when some of the works destined to acquire 
greatest prestige had already been written. In his Qisas al-anbiya\ having met the 
requirement of an initial eulogy, al-ThaTabI dedicates a couple of pages to introducing 
the work and begins with the quotation of Q 11:120, ‘And all that We relate to thee of 
the tidings of the messengers is that whereby We strengthen thy hearth.” There then 
follows a passage ascribed vaguely to some sages, according to which God had five 
reasons to reveal to Muhammad the stories of the prophets that preceded him. These 
reasons are not explained on the basis of the content of the Qur’an, but each of the 
five points contains at least one Qur’anic passage that corroborates what has been 
stated (al-ThaTabI 1954: 2-3; Brinner 2002: 3-5). An example, taken from Brinner’s 
translation (2002: 5), further clarifies al-ThaTabl’s method: 

The fifth is that He told him the stories of the preceding prophets and saints to keep their 

memory and legacy alive, so that those who do well in keeping the saints’ memory aUve 

assure themselves thereby a speedy reward in this world, in order that the saints’ good 

renown and legacy may remain forever, just as Abraham, the friend of God, desired 
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the preservation of his good reputation and said: ‘And let me have a good report with 
posterity” (Q 26: 84). For men are tales - it is said that no man dies but mention of him 
revives him. 

The close ties of this literary genre with the Qur’an are thus stated from the introduc¬ 
tory pages of the work. It is also interesting to trace the actual use of the sacred text. 
Al-ThaTabI cites the Qur’an with a certain frequency, even though, for a work on this 
scale, these quotations represent only a small part of the text (Calder 1993:15). Inmost 
cases, passages are inserted in the traditions gathered within the chapters, while at 
other times a chapter begins with a verse from the Qur’an prefixed by “God Almighty 
said.” These introductions are then followed by the quoted verse from the Qur’an 
and then a story is introduced with the names of the “authorities” or “sages,” “those 
who know the stories,” “experts,” or “narrators.” These two uses of citations from the 
Qur’an do not seem to be systematically defined in the text. For example, not all chap¬ 
ters dedicated to the prophets start with a citation prefixed by “God Almighty said.” This 
formal structure appears preferential when minor prophets are discussed, in a way that 
suggests that a citation from the Qur’an provides justification for the story itself and its 
inclusion in the work. Nonetheless, even in the biographies of Moses and Jesus, and in 
these particularly, a number of passages that are dedicated to individual events in their 
lives are introduced in this way.^ Thus perhaps the most strildng aspect of al-ThaTabl’s 
Qisas al-anbiya is the lack of any systematic treatment of citations from the Qur’an. 
Also significant is the fact that chapters do not appear to be constructed on the basis of 
a consistent number of citations and that no individual chapter titles contain citations. 
Al-ThaTabI does not, therefore, adhere to any specific system for connecting 
citations from the Qur’an with non-Qur’anic material, but manages nonetheless to 
create a work that is able to alternate and combine narrative with verses from the holy 
text and exegesis (McAuliffe 1998: 358). 

The other works belonging to the genre of the Qisas al-anbiya follow the same 
pattern. In the particularly ancient work written by Ishaq b. Bishr (d. ca. 206/821; on 
him see Tottoli 2002:141-4), verses from the Qur’an are placed after the initial eulogy 
to justify a collection of stories about the prophets. Again, the same arguments are used 
to explain why God revealed to Muhammad the lives of the prophets and of past peoples, 
the favor granted him and his people, and so forth. Ishaq b. Bishr’s work is divided into 
chapters (bdb) which begin in some instances with fists of names of the “sages” {isndd) 
and not with citations from the Qur’an. In other cases, chapters begin with passages 
from the Qur’an followed by exegetical discussions. By the time Ibn Bishr was writing, 
therefore, non-Qur’anic narrative material already constituted the main body of the 
literary work. The Qur’an is inserted when needed in narrative outlines based primar¬ 
ily on non-Qur’anic material, or is discussed where particularly problematic passages 
require additional interpretation. These characteristics are particularly evident in 
another collection of stories on the prophets, one often considered to be the work of 
storytellers and popular tradition rather than a work of exegetical literature: the Qisas 
al-anbiya of al-Kisa’I (d. stxth/twelfth century; see al-Kisa’I 1922-3; cf. Tottoli 2002; 
151-5). The long initial eulogy does not include Qur’anic citations but when the 
Qur’an is referred to, it offers support and almost exegetical justification. It is common 
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to find citations introduced by formulae, such as fa- (or wa-)dhalika qawluhu (“These are 
His words”) or qdla Allah to"did (“God Almighty said”) to show how the use of passages 
from the Qur'an corroborates the stories. On other occasions, verses are used to dra¬ 
matize certain episodes. An example is the story of Joseph and the dramatic construc¬ 
tion of the twelfth sura: literary efforts to reconstruct the dialogue between the 
protagonists of the story turn to the quotation of verses from the Qur'an. 

Similar is the method of another author who affirms the exegetical nature of his 
Qisas al-anbiya in its first pages. Ibn Mutarrlf al-Taraii (d. 454/1062) justifies his work 
precisely by stating the close ties between his collection of stories of the prophets and 
the Qur'an. The work begins with the identification and quotation of those verses from 
the Qur'an that suggest the utility of the stories of the prophets and their uplifting char¬ 
acter. The essentially exegetical nature of his work is made explicit again in the intro¬ 
duction, where he states that he will only include stories of prophets mentioned in the 
Qur'an: the twenty-four prophets mentioned by name and the seven that are merely 
alluded to (Tottoli 1998: 137-8). However, his work is not all that different from the 
models that preceded it. Long passages are cited without referring to the sacred text, 
although to a lesser extent than ThaTabl’s work. Quotations from the Qur'an are 
inserted In the stories where possible, or they are placed at the beginning with formu¬ 
lae such as wa-qawluhu (“And God’s words are”), wa-qdla Alldh "azza wa-jalla (“God, may 
He be praised and glorified, said”), or again, at the beginning of a purely exegetical 
sequence, with no introduction (cf. Tottoli 2003a, paragraphs 26, 52, 90, 92, 93,113, 
129, 130, etc.). 

On the whole, the relationship between the Qur'an and the literature exemplified by 
these works is constant and homogeneous. It is clear from the earliest works that a 
greater volume of non-Qur'anic material - compared to passages from the Qur'an - is 
used to retrace pre-Islamic history, even though the Qur'an dedicates so much space to 
the subject. In the literature we find traditions where no recourse is made to the Qur'an, 
passages where reference to the Qur'an is placed merely at the start or at the end, and 
passages where quotations are inserted in longer stories and constitute the main bulk 
of the text. Among these, the most numerous are narratives of the first kind, where the 
Qur'an is not mentioned and where in any case, the stories told do not feature in 
the Qur'an. That said, these narratives are still under the indirect influence of the 
Qur'an, effectively filling in the gaps of a pre-defined structure set by the Qur'an. 
Obviously, the authors of works, when dealing with major Qur'anic figures such as 
Abraham, Moses, Joseph, or Jesus, award these tens of pages or even more. And no 
doubt, the structure of these biographies is based on the salient features of their lives 
as described by the Qur'an, into which traditions that are non-Qur'anic to varying 
degrees are inserted. 

The quantity of these non-Qur'anic traditions is determined by the nature of the ref¬ 
erence in the Qur'an: it is not solely an authorial decision. In the biography of Jesus, 
for example, the few brief verses in the Qur'an on his miracles justify and legitimize 
pages upon pages of traditions on many of his other prodigious acts. Given the small 
number of verses in the Qur'an on the subject (apart from the miracle of the descent 
of the table fromQ 5:112), the narrative sequence rarely uses the Qur'an, and if it does, 
only to provide initial support or as a final seal. In dealing with Mary’s pregnancy and 
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the birth of Jesus (Q 19:16-23), numerous Qur'anic verses are quoted with exegetical 
insertions and alongside other traditions that are then modeled on the sacred text. The 
third case that was mentioned above, where passages from the Qur’an have been 
inserted into traditions, brings together an explicitly exegetical intention with a narra¬ 
tive construction that is directly influenced by the contents of the Qur’an, In this case, 
it is often the dramatic construction of the Qur’an that makes its use possible, through 
the insertion of passages into narrative structures that reproduce this dramatic struc¬ 
ture. This is a clear sign of continuity between the word of the Qur’an and subsequent 
traditions, where we find the same preference for factual narrations in which the use 
of dialogue between the protagonists is particularly favored. 

Present: The Life of Muhammad 

The Qur’an contains very few explicit references to the life of Muhammad, but has 
numerous allusions that are not placed in a concrete context (cf. Rubin 2003a: 455). 
References to his contemporaries and allusions to the vicissitudes of his life are, in fact, 
nearly always only intelligible in exegetical literature. The constant appeals to his 
mission and its nature, or to the vicissitudes of the first period of his career when only 
a few Meccans followed his preaching, are there without being tied to a precise histori¬ 
cal reality: they take the form of evocations of episodes that are to be understood as 
universally valid, rather than as testifying to specific historical facts. The life of the 
prophet is, therefore, not revealed through the precise identification of his life in his¬ 
torical moments, but rather through a message of moral intent. 

Passages with a precise reference are an exception. Mention of the fact that 
Muhammad was an orphan, for example, can be found in Q 93:6: “Did he not find you 
an orphan, and shelter you.?” The punishment of eternal fire given to his adversary Abu 
Lahab (Q 111:1-5) and to his wife is referred to briefly, with reference made merely to 
his name, his wealth, and the destiny that awaits him. The same goes for the numer¬ 
ous verses that are hurled against opponents, unbelievers and idolaters: it would be 
hard not to notice in these the evidence of the obstacles to Muhammad’s preaching, 
but how to go about connecting them to precise episodes in the absence of any precise 
reference.? When the Qur’an says that Muhammad must not be identified with a sooth¬ 
sayer (kdhin, Q 52:29: 69:42) or when it rejects the accusation that his revelation was 
dictated to him (Q 16:103; 25:4f.; 44:14), or again when in other passages, it tells of 
the accusations launched against him, it does not provide any precise historical indi¬ 
cations. Qnly subsequent exegetical literature is able, in some cases, to link these generic 
references to concrete episodes in his life (see Rubin 2003a: 455-7). 

The life of the prophet is, however, the present of the prophetic revelation. The desire 
and then the necessity to attain a deeper knowledge of it run through the first gener¬ 
ations of the Islamic community. The Qur’an, appearing to allude to certain episodes, 
implied at least an ephemeral scriptural bond, but also the necessity to search for 
material to describe the life of Muhammad outside of the sacred text. Therefore, in 
post-Qur’anic literature on the life of the prophet, we find a predominant amount of 
non-Qur’anic traditions that only rarely include quotations from the Qur’an, 
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The relation between traditions on the life of the prophet and the Qur'an has been 
subject to various interpretations. For example, it has been argued that certain sup¬ 
posed Qur'anic references to the life of Muhammad have been inserted in his biogra¬ 
phies after the narratives themselves had evolved and that they are not to be found in 
the earliest attested traditions. There is debate about the question of whether this inser¬ 
tion of Qur'anic passages into more developed traditions took place within the exeget- 
ical tradition or whether the biographical tradition on the prophet was defined first, and 
the Qur'anic data were attached later on (Rubin 1995: 14, 224, 226; Raven 1998: 
426-7). The insertion of the Qur'an would have thus been to adorn or support. These 
considerations are of little relevance from a literary point of view. Regardless, the 
Qur'an never discusses the life of Muhammad in a narratively functional way and, con¬ 
sequently, the traditions on the life of the prophet needed to “construct” a historical 
biography of the prophet without reliance on the Qur'an from the point of view of lit¬ 
erary form. The authors of this genre did not therefore find Qur'anic passages that 
could condition their work except in the most allusive terms. 

An example talcen from the most famous work on the life of Muhammad, al-STra 
al-nabawiyya (“Life of the prophet”) edited by Ibn Hisham (d. 218/833) from the work 
originally written by Ibn Ishaq (d. 150/767), will be enough to illustrate the point. As 
mentioned earlier, one of the few names mentioned in the Qur'an is that of AbuLahab, 
enemy of the prophet, to whom the whole of siira 111 is dedicated. The citation of the 
passage from the Qur'an talces place at the beginning of a chapter dedicated to the per¬ 
secutions and mistreatment suffered by Muhammad during his stay in Mecca: 

His uncle [i.e. Abu Talib] and the rest of B. [Banu] Hashim gathered around him and pro¬ 
tected him from the attacks of the Quraysh, who, when they saw that they could not get 
at him, mocked and laughed at him and disputed with him. The Qur’an began to come 
down concerning the wickedness of Quraysh and those who showed enmity to him, some 
by name and some only referred to in general. Of those named are his uncle Abu Lahab 
and his wife Umm Jamil, “the bearer of the wood.” God called her this because she, so 
I am told, carried thorns and cast them in the apostle’s way where he would be passing. 

So God sent down concerning the pair of them: ‘Abu Lahab and his hands, God Blast, / 

His wealth and gains useless at the last, / He shall roast in flames, held fast, / With his wife, 
the bearer of the wood, aghast, / on her neck a rope of palm-fibre cast [Q 111: 1-5].” 

I was told that Umm Jamil, the bearer of the wood, when she heard what had come down 
about her and about her husband in the Qur’an, came to the apostle of God, when he was 
sitting in the mosque by the Ka'ba with Abu Bakr, with a stone pestle in her hand, and 
when she stood by the pair of them God made her unable to see the apostle so that she saw 
only Abu Bakr and asked him where his companion was “for I have been told that he is 
satirising me, and by God, if I had found him I would have smashed his mouth with this 
stone. By God I am a poet.” (Guillaume 1955: 161) 

The narrative outline of the event described in this passage is entirely absent in the 
Qur'an. The passage is evoked with the standard formula that establishes that God has 
revealed something about what is being narrated. The story is completely independent 
of the Qur'anic verse, even though this determined the need for it. Furthermore, given 
that the passage quoted above is probably the one in which a Qur'anic citation is pro- 
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vided with the greatest weight within the entire book, and that quotations of Qur'anic 
verses are only found very seldom, then it is clear that the literature on the life of 
Muhammad takes shape entirely independently of any structure or reference that can 
be ascribed to the Qur'an, That at the origin there may be a few relevant or pertinent 
passages does not matter. Nor does it matter that there are stories inspired directly by 
Qur'anic passages but where these passages are not quoted (Raven 1998: 432): the 
Qur'an may be at the origin of such narratives, but it does not influence the literary 
form of the tradition. Compared to the stories of the prophets, the relationship between 
this narrative material and the Qur'an is one of complete independence, and these 
stories are superimposed on the Quranic script. 

This is all the more evident in the specific geme that brings together passages from 
the Qur'an with the traditions on Muhammad, the so-called literature on the asbab 
al-nuzul (“occasions of revelation”) in which an attempt is made to date the revelation 
of specific passages in the Qur'an by connecting them to episodes in the life of 
Muhammad. The material used for works of this kind and for the biographies of the 
prophet (sIra) is often shared and overlapping (Schdller 1998,132). The principal works 
of this genre were written quite late and therefore cannot be of use for the analysis of 
the earliest periods of the literary traditions tied to the revelation of the Qur'an. Their 
specifically exegetical rather than historic character is evident aheady in their structure, 
as the traditions follow the sequence of the suras of the Qur'an which provide the title 
of each chapter. The verses from the Qur'an are introduced with the (wa-)qawluhu tadld 
formula (“And the words of the Almighty:” see al-WahidI 1968), followed by material 
to place the relevant verse in an episode of the life of Muhammad. Occasionally, the 
verse is repeated and introduced by a reminder of the revelation such asfa-nazalafi (‘And 
on this subject it was revealed”) orfa-lamnid anzala (Alldh) "aid rasul AUdh (“And when 
God revealed to God’s messenger:” al-Wahid! 1968: 48f.). The passage from the Qur'an 
is secondary and never included in the story. For example: 

His words “Say: 0 God, Master of the kingdom!” (Q 3:26) and the rest of the verse. Ibn 
‘Abbas and Anas b. Malik said that when God’s messenger, God bless Him and grant Him 
salvation, had conquered Mecca and promised His people the kingdom of Persia and of 
Byzantium, the hypocrites and the Jews said: “How absurd! How will he obtain the 
kingdom of Persia and Byzantium.? They are undoubtedly stronger and more powerful. Has 
not Muhammad enough with Mecca and Medina to wish for the kingdom of Persia and 
Byzantium.?” ft was thus that God revealed this verse. (al-Wahidi 1968: 55) 

The amusing quality in this exchange between the hypocrites and the Jews is the result 
of significant literary elaboration. The dramatization of the discussion bears the mark 
of the common preference in Islamic tradition for realistic reconstruction. The Qur'anic 
verse is, however, completely unrelated to the story and accessory to it. This is the case 
for all the traditions that appear in the literature that belongs to this genre. And this is 
all the more clearly expressed in the other major work of this geme (al-Suyutl 1954), 
that gathers its materials from previous works, of which it accurately and unequivo¬ 
cally reflects the style (cf. Rippin 1985a: 249; Radtke 2003: 39-58). What interests us 
here is that these are stories where the Qur'anic reference is ephemeral and Indirect, 
with little or no narrative function.* 
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The use of the Qur'an in the biography of Muhammad has been exhaustively 
described by Wansbrough (1978). He has shown how narratives relating to events in 
the biography of the prophet mentioned in the Sira are accompanied by relevant 
Qur'anic references connected to them by a keyword or phrase. Wansbrough (1978: 
9) exphcitly defines this “historicization derived from a keyword” by suggesting two 
narrative techniques: “history is itself generated by scriptural imagery or enhanced by 
scriptural reference. I have proposed designating the first style ‘dynamic’ and the 
second ‘ex post facto’ or ornamental. The former exhibits a process of historicization, 
the latter one of exemplification” (Wansbrough 1978: 7). The nature of the two nar¬ 
rative techniques, as also maintained in his Quranic Studies (1977), is defined as “exeget- 
ical, in which extracts (serial or isolated) from scripture provided the framework for 
extended narratio; and parabolic, in which the narratio was itself the framework for 
frequent if not continuous allusion to scripture” (Wansbrough 1978: 2), The literary 
product is however, just one, within which the same features are evident, e.g., the 
secondary role of the Qur'an in the literature on the fife of Muhammad. That verses 
from the Qur'an are themselves at the origin of certain passages, or that the few 
Qur'anic quotations are subsequent interpolations into texts that were previously free 
of such quotations, makes little difference from a literary point of view. The Qur'an 
has not left any mark in the literary structure of Muhammad’s biography, nor does 
its word in any way influence or determine the content or tone of the biographical 
traditions. 


Future: Heaven or Hell 

In quantitative terms, using the number of verses and not their size as our measure, 
the space dedicated to eschatology in the Qur'an is even greater than that awarded to 
the prophets. The constant reference to the destiny of man and humanity, of which 
certain revelations announce the end, punishment or imminent beatitude, filters 
through the text as a whole, and particularly the more ancient revelations. In hell, an 
unbearable heat will overcome the damned, who will be forced to eat from al-zaqqmi 
tree and drink scalding water and pus. Boiling water will be poured over their heads 
and other tortures will be inflicted under the watchful eye of the angels, whereas in 
heaven the blessed can enjoy all lands of wonders, from luxurious gardens and precious 
clothes, and can rest in the shade and have what they wish for, food and wine will be 
served, they can take pleasure in the Houris (virgins) and enjoy the vision of God. The 
future of the community and of humanity coincides completely with the eschatologi¬ 
cal future. There is, however, a substantial difference compared to the Qur'anic narra¬ 
tives on the prophets that preceded Muhammad’s advent. Even when eschatological 
passages go beyond the simple mention of a particular, they essentially remain simple 
descriptions of what awaits man in the near future. In other words, they contain 
descriptions of humanity’s eternal resting places, and these descriptions are used as a 
warning to induce the correct behavior in believers and other men. The description of 
what will occur on the day of judgment is not, therefore, the result of a sustained pre¬ 
sentation that is part of a linear progression in the narrative. When the Qur'an men¬ 
tions stories of Moses, Joseph, and other prophets, even though no precise temporal 
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reference is given, the description of their exploits implicitly communicates a necessary 
temporal sequence. In eschatology this does not occur, for the reason that eschatolog¬ 
ical time is a “non-time” par excellence - a time that cannot be defined in a linear fashion, 
that represents a point of arrival chosen by the Qur’an with no detailed reference to 
what will happen along the path that will take humanity in that direction. 

These features determine the relationship between Islamic traditions and Qur’anic 
data. If, on the one hand, with regard to certain elements of eschatology, the Qur’an is 
consistent and cannot be ignored, on the other hand, the possibility of a narrative 
sequence that describes the individual eschatological fate after death and then the route 
towards the end of time and eternal fife, cannot have the Qur’an as its model. An 
example of the legacy of the Qur’an on eschatological themes in later literature is pro¬ 
vided by an ancient work on the description of paradise, by the Andalusian writer ‘ Abd 
al-Malik b. Habib (d. 238/853). The quotations from the Qur’an in the traditions are 
numerous and manifest different typologies. There are plenty of verses inserted at 
the beginning and end, signifying that the Qur’an corroborates the story; as well, the 
typical exegetical definitions are also present, but there are also numerous traditions 
that provide the narrative outline where the Qur’anic wording has a functional role in 
the narration (Monferrer Sala 1997: 29-30). For example, in a tradition that opens the 
chapter on the various levels of paradise, we find: 

With regard to the words of the Almighty, ‘And surely what the world to come has is greater 
in rank, greater in preferment” (Q17:21) and with regard also to the words of the Almighty 
“Those in truth are the believers; they have degrees with their Lord, and forgiveness, and 
generous provision" (Q 8:4), ‘Abd al-Malik said that the “degrees” are the ranks and merits. 
The degree of paradise signifies the merit and the rank reflecting how God considers some 
people superior to others in reference to their acts in this world obeying Him. Does not the 
Almighty say “Behold, how We prefer some of them over others!” (Q 17:21), that is, in 
the sustenance in this world; “andsurely the world to come is greater in degrees” (Q 17:21), 
in the merits and the ranks.? Then He explained this and stated “greater in preferment” (Q 
17:21) and the degrees and the ranks according to which God considers some superior to 
others number one hundred. The people of each degree, rank and merit become compan¬ 
ions; this does not mean that they are companions in eating, drinking and living but only 
that the same merit puts them together. Have you not considered the words of the Almighty, 
“Whosoever obeys God and the apostle, they are with those whom God has blessed, 
prophets, just men, martyrs, the righteous: they are good companions!” (Q 4:69).? They 
are companions because they are gathered in that degree, in that merit and in that rank. 
(‘Abd al-Malilr b. Habib 1987: 17; cf. Monferrer Sala 1997: 63-4). 

The structure of the discussion talces place around the content of the verses from the 
Qur’an. The complex definition of the different ranks of the blessed in paradise is pos¬ 
sible owing to the rich number of passages on the subject in the sacred text. This allows 
for the construction of a story with a coherent narrative and one that is ultimately 
exegetical. The “active” insertion of references from the Qur’an is all the more evident 
in dealing with the benefits that the blessed enjoy in paradise, or of the tortures endured 
in hell, topics for which the Qur’an is lavish with details. The Qur’an teUs us, for 
example, of the seven doors of hell, it describes various punishments loiown by the 
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damned in a dozen or so different passages, and generically categorizes the damned, in 
the fragmented and evocative style that lends itself so well to further exegetical study. 
As far as eschatology is concerned, therefore, the exegetical path is determined by such 
a great number of references in the Qur'an to be able to form a rough outline within 
which to insert further narratives. 

The particular character of Qur'anic data on eschatology is evident, for example, in 
those works that also deal with a subject about which the sacred text is on the whole 
silent: man’s destiny after death and all that which precedes the day of judgment and 
the entry into paradise or hell. The narrative on the destiny of the individual, or the 
fate of the soul after death, the torments in the grave, the visitation of the angels and 
so forth are reconstructed almost exclusively through mention and apposition of the 
hadith reports (sayings of Muhammad) and of dthdr (sayings attributed to the com¬ 
panions, successors or authorities of early Islam), a hterary genre in which quotations 
from the Qur'an have an accessory and confirming function, and are therefore not very 
frequent. If we consider the traditional medieval works that examine eschatology in 
depth, we necessarily find a different use and influence of the Qur'an, The polygraph 
al-Suyuh (d. 911/1505) shows how the traditions inserted into his works on eschatol¬ 
ogy exhibit a different role for the Qur'an on the basis of the topic dealt with. In long 
chapters on the fate of the deceased the quotations are sporadic, due also to the 
particular features of the traditional literature used, but the situation is very different 
when the discussion is dictated by numerous passages from the Qur'an, as for example, 
in the chapter on the wives that a believer will find in paradise (al-SuyutI 1990: 
436-44). This can also be seen in similar works, from the work of al-BayhaqI 
(d. 458/1066: 1986) to the more famous and lengthier Tadhkira of al-QurtubI (d. 
671/1273; 1992: for example, 200f., 448f.), or in those whose content is marked 
by more popular traditions, such as al-Durra al-fdkhira attributed to al-Ghazall 
(d. 505/1111; Gautier 1878) or the Daqaiq of ‘Abd al-Rahim al-QadI (fl. eighth/ 
fourteenth century: al-QadI 1984: 42f.), 

Traditional literature necessarily absorbs the non-temporality of the sacred text. The 
exegete or historian must transmit the description of eschatology given in the Qur'an, 
or in the sayings of the prophet, in a framework that nearly always lacks any tempo¬ 
ral linearity. This explains how the rich traditional material is abundant but blocked by 
a descriptive rigidity. Such features are all the more clear when one considers the 
absence of any details that can be traced to the apocalyptic genre, often connected to 
eschatological events, and that generally provides these with a narrative outline and a 
historical perspective. The Qur'an does not contain apocalyptic material, although 
there are certain themes of this kind connected to verses on eschatology. For example, 
the Qur'an mentions Gog and Magog and the ddbba (“beast”), but it is well known that 
apocalyptic literature does not make great use of the Qur'an and when it does, refer¬ 
ences in the text are made in the usual way that denotes its unrelatedness: at the begin¬ 
ning or at the end of the traditions (Cook 2002: 275f.). 

What has been discussed thus far denotes a different typology of use of Quranic 
verses in post-Qur'anic Islamic literature. The particular features of the topic (escha¬ 
tology, future) and how it is treated in the numerous passages found in the Qur'an, 
denote a total absence of a temporal sequence capable of providing a fixed structure for 
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narrative. Eschatological time is a non-time and any literature that seeks to explain it 
must rely on traditions that deal with the fate of the individual after death that are 
based almost entirely on later traditions and not on the Qur'an. When we are dealing 
with issues for which there is an abundance of data in the Qur'an, the picture is alto¬ 
gether different. These traditions and the authors that gather them, endeavor to insert 
the references in a harmonious way into the narrative outline. This occurs outside of 
a clear and well-developed narrative framework precisely because the frequent quota¬ 
tions from the Qur'an determine the subject matter and how it should be dealt with, 
and restrict successive literature to an exegetical discourse that must relate the numer¬ 
ous descriptions found in the Qur'an. 

Conclusion 

The narrative references found in the Qur'an correspond to the three historical periods 
described above, which look to the past, the present and the future of the community 
of believers. The Qur'an, however, deals differently with each. The past is awarded a 
great deal of space and an implicitly historical narrative framework, while only rare 
allusions are made to the present and the future features in a substantial part of its 
verses but only for descriptions not included in sustained narratives. The subsequent 
tradition models itself on these features and it is here that the legacy of the Qur'an 
makes its sharpest contribution. In the case of literature on the past, on the prophets, 
the Qur'an affects the definition of themes and the fundamental roles, offering a nar¬ 
rative outline and often references to specific events. We find here all the characteristic 
typologies in the relation between sacred text and non-canonical tradition. With regard 
to the life of Muhammad, the narrative framework is not determined by the Qur'an, 
nor does the Qur'an offer anything more than the odd sporadic reference. When it does 
feature, the Qur'an is clearly unrelated to the content of the later non-Qur'anic tradi¬ 
tion, and when a connection is made, it appears to be the fruit of an exegetical path. 
With regard to eschatology, we find a third scenario. The Qur'an provides neither nar¬ 
rative framework, nor a defined historical backdrop, but it does contain many verses on 
this subject. Subsequent literature goes on to create a sequence that goes from individ¬ 
ual eschatology to the description of celestial dwellings, not inferred from the Qur'an, 
within which to insert the necessary references to the holy text. Here we find all kinds 
of traditions with a prevalence of traditions connected to the Qur'an or that pick up 
from it and define its contents. 

The definition of a historical and narrative path based on these three moments, has, 
therefore, its origin in the contents of the Qur'an, but achieves completion only in sub¬ 
sequent literature. The best example of this is offered by Ibn Kathir (d. 774/1373) 
whose follow up to his universal historiography al-Bidaya wal-nihdya (“The Beginning 
and the End”) was a collection of eschatological traditions entitled Nihdyat al-biddya 
(“The End of the Beginning”). Past, Islamic present, and future are all included in a 
solid conception of history, fruit of a theology based on the Qur'anic revelation and 
that is by all accounts a salvation history (Calder 1993; cf. Wansbourgh 1978; Gilliot 
1993;1994). This unified vision of history conceived by Ibn Kathir emphasizes another 
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point. The religious literature that brings together the three topics/literary genres just 
discussed, in so much as it is essentially historical, manifests a unity that is achieved in 
historiographical literature. 

Such a phenomenon, as mentioned elsewhere (Tottoli 2003b), derives in part from 
the particular conception of history inspired by the Qur'an, but to no lesser extent also 
from the form of Islamic narratives. The fragmentation and reciprocal independence of 
the traditions that constitute the smallest narrative units (akhbar) make each of these 
traditions a piece of an ever-expanding and more complex mosaic. In successive liter¬ 
ature, the author’s presence is less marked, and an external viewpoint is privileged that 
aims to respect the legacy of previous generations and emphasize verisimilitude (cf. 
Leder 1992: 307; Radtke 2003: 143-6). In this way, medieval works are long collec¬ 
tions of smaller units that are chosen by authors whose intervention is minimal. Even 
here though, it is possible to see a generic Qur'anic influence. The taste for factual nar¬ 
rations typical of the Qur'an leaves its mark in subsequent literature that uses this tech¬ 
nique in the formal presentation of the criteria of transmission - with the quotation of 
isnM - and even in the style. The dramatic style which is also typical of the Qur'an is 
brought out in subsequent traditions that privilege the use of direct speech by the pro¬ 
tagonists, with no additional commentary. Here, exactly as in the definition of the 
historical themes, we can find one of the most significant and consistent legacies of 
Qur'anic narratives in Islamic literature. 


Notes 

1 The question of the historicai character of the Qur’an is, from our perspective, of little rele¬ 
vance. The Qur’an does not have a defined conception of history, and its intent is morai rather 
than historical. However, the Qur’an frequently makes use of narratives that have historical 
significance, in the terms described above. On this issue see Donner (1998: 80, and n. 64) 
who states that “the very concept of history is fundamentaliy irreievant to the Qur’an’s 
concern” and mentions “Qur’an’s ahistorical point of view.” For further information, and for 
arguments against this position (by Rosenthal, Obermann, and Khalidi), see the material 
quoted by Donner. 

2 The exegetical aspect of this issue is not relevant here. On this matter, and on the narrative 
features of Qur’anic exegesis, see Calder 1993: Afsaruddin 2001: Riddell 1997: McAuliffe 
1998: 353f. 

3 Chapters on prophets that begin with a quotation from the Qur’an: Hud (Brinner 2002: 
105), Salih (Brinner 2002: 114), Yusuf (Brinner 2002: 181, but cf. the original Arabic: 
al-ThaTabi 1954: 181), Iram (Brinner 2002: 238), Ashab al-rass (Brinner 2002: 247), 
Job (Brinner 2002: 254). Shuayb (Brinner 2002: 274), Moses (Brinner 2002: 278), in 
which also many paragraphs of his long biography begin with a quotation from the Qur’an, 
and so also Korah (Brinner 2002: 351), al-Khidr (Brinner 2002: 361), Elijah (Brinner 
2002: 419), Dhu ’1-Kifl (Brinner 2002: 436), Eli and Samuel (Brinner 2002, 439), Saul 
(Brinner 2002: 445), David (Brinner 2002: 462), David and Solomon (Brirmer 2002: 482, 
485), Isaiah etc. (Brinner 2002: 549), Ezra (Brinner 2002: 576), Luqman (Brinner 2002: 
586), Dhu ’1-Qarna5m (Brinner 2002: 603), Ashab al-kahf (Brinner 2002: 689), Samson 
(Brinner 2002: 726), Ashab al-ukhdud (Brinner 2002: 728), Ashab al-fil (Brinner 
2002: 733). 
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4 There are of course different typologies. Certain traditions of asbab have a legal role 
(Wansbrough 1977: 38), while others have mainly a “haggadically exegetical” function 
(Rippin 1985a: 256-7; Rippin 1988: 3, 19). Some collections of asbab al-nuzvH also contain 
narratives on the prophets, even though they are introduced with a different terminology: 
qissa (“tale”) rather than sabab (“occasion”) (Rippin 1985b: 5-6). In this sense, the material 
has the function of narratively expanding a verse (Rippin 1988: 4). The issue of dating is 
subject to a number of interpretations (cf. Kister 1983: 352-3; SchoUer 1998: 114-33). 
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CHAPTER 32 


Recitation 

Anna M. Gade 


A unique characteristic of the recited Qur'an is its tendency to reference itself, to discuss 
the effects of its recitation even as it is being read. The word Qur'an itself is often 
said to be a variant of the verb q-r-'which means “to read” or “to recite aloud.” Accord¬ 
ing to Muslims, the Qur'an’s most authoritative transmission has been oral since the 
time of its revelation to Muhammad. Many of the Qur'an’s names for itself also high¬ 
light the active aspects of the rendering of the Qur'an in voice, such as its being a 
repeated “reminder,” dhikr. Technical sciences for “reading” the Qur'an have been 
developed in the Islamic traditions of learning and practice where they have a central 
place. The recitation of the Qur'an is a central act of Islamic piety both in required prac¬ 
tice (canonical prayer, salat) as well as in other supererogatory and voluntary religious 
expression. Today, the recited Qur'an is the basis of Islamic revitalization in parts of the 
contemporary Muslim world, indicating its foundational role in collective Muslim life 
worldwide. 


The Qur’an and the Sunna on the Recited Qur’an 

Throughout the development of traditions of Qur'an recitation and up until the 
present, Muslims have based the theory and practice of the recited Qur'an on the two 
most authoritative sources in Islamic tradition: the Qur'an itself and, second, material 
in hadith reports. The latter comprise the sunna or exemplary model of comportment of 
Muhammad. The ethico-legal injunctions to recite the Qur'an and the norms for how 
to recite it are expanded in other authoritative material such as information on 
how influential early Muslims recited and other normative guidelines for the technique 
and practice of recitation. Within this material, however, it is the Qur'an and the sunna 
that carry the most authoritative force because of their status in tradition. 

As a highly self-referential text, the Qur'an includes many descriptions of its own 
recitation and the power of hearing and voicing the text. The Qur'an discusses its 
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own recitation in general terms, and only somewhat less so in specific or technical 
terms. Because of the Qur’an’s unique authority in Islamic systems to guide Islamic 
thought and action, these descriptions of the recited Qur’an function also as a kind of 
instruction to believers. The verses of the Qur’an that have been said to be among the 
first revealed to Muhammad, the beginning verses of siira 96, al-‘Alaq, are often inter¬ 
preted as a command, specifically directed to the prophet while also directed to Muslims 
in general, to voice the Qur’an, “Recite! In the name of your Lord who created human¬ 
ity from a clot.” The Qur’an also gives guidelines about how to perform its own recita¬ 
tion, as in Q 73:4, “Recite the Qur’an with tartil [slowly, deliberately].” Muslims often 
cite Q 75:16 as instruction on Qur’an recitation: “Do not hasten your tongue with it; 
it is for Us [God] to collect and to read it; when We recite it, follow then its recitation.” 
The Qur’an includes many recommendations about its own recitation, such as to con¬ 
centrate fully, to recite as an act of supererogatory piety especially at night, and to 
“remember” and to “preserve” its message. 

Many of the Qur’anic directives concerning recitation found in the Qur’an are 
descriptions of the effect of the recited Qur’an on its listeners. The Qur’an often 
expresses the embodied, emotive responses of believers to its own recitation. For 
example, the Qur’an describes these reactions as “shivering” sldn and “trembling” 
heart (for example Q 19:58 and 39:23). Weeping as a recognition of the message of 
the recited Qur’an is a common Qur’anic theme, as in Q 5:83, ‘And when they hear 
what has been sent down to the messenger [of the Qur’an], you see their eyes overflow 
with tears because of what they have recognized of truth. They shout: ‘Qur Lord! We 
believe; so You will write us down among the witnesses to the Truth’.” The Qur’an often 
links such descriptions of affective response to the altered moral state of the believer 
who is receptive to the message. An example is Q 17;107-9, “When it [the Qur’an] is 
recited to them, they fall down upon their faces, prostrating, and say; ‘Glory be to our 
Lord. Qur Lord’s promise is fulfilled.’ And they fall down upon their faces, weeping, and 
it increases them in humility.” 

Hadith material enhances Qur’anic prescription and description by conveying the 
ideal intensity of Qur’anic engagement through the injunction to follow the model of 
Muhammad. This is because the sunna, in the form of the sayings, actions, and tacit 
approvals and disapprovals of the prophet, is preserved in hadith “traditions.” Hadith 
material contains many separate accounts that relate what kind of recitation 
Muhammad favored, how he reacted to hearing the recited Qur’an, as well as some 
information on how the prophet himself recited the Qur’an. For example, there are 
many reports of statements made by Muhammad that he valued beautiful voices in 
Qur’an reading in the collection of al-Bukharl (d. 256/870) and others, such as the 
following, “God has not heard anything more pleasing than listening to a prophet recit¬ 
ing the Qur’an in a sweet, loud voice” (al-Bukharl n.d.: VI, Book 61, no. 541). Hadith 
literature also includes many descriptions of the prophet weeping and shedding tears 
when he heard recitation that was especially affecting. 

In addition, hadith accounts preserve information about how Muhammad himself 
recited the Qur’an. These traditions include detailed information about particular siiras 
that he recited, and even at what time of day he would read them. This material is a 
basis for later pious traditions of recitation which build on this information. In general. 
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hadith reports and other authoritative material from the earliest period highlight the 
occasions and merits of recitation instead of practical technique. Actual practice is 
covered in another land of literature, treating the technical aspects of recitation deter¬ 
mined by the “science of readings” which developed out of Qur’an and sunna, and 
which further derives authority from practices understood to have been transmitted in 
an unbroken way since the earliest centuries of Islam times. 


Systems for Reading the Qur’an: Qira'at and Tajwid 

The recitation of the Qur’an (tildwat al-Qur’dn) is part of the fundamental branches of 
Qur’anic study and learning. As such, it is a field within of the overall sciences of the 
“readings” (qirdat) of the Qur’an. The term tildwa appears often in the Qur’an in both 
the forms of a noun and a verb. In the Qur’an it refers, for example, to the signs of God 
that are “rehearsed” in the Qur’an, the accounts of previous messengers and commu¬ 
nities in sacred history, as well as the actual practice of rendering the Qur’an in voice. 
Usually, when the word refers to the reading of the Qur’an, tildwa conveys a sense of 
“following” the Qur’anic message in voice. The practice of reading the Qur’an follows 
a set of guidelines Imown as tajwid. Tajwid, although not a Qur’anic term, is the basic 
system for the correct pronunciation and rendition of the speech of the Qur’an; these 
guidelines are understood to have been revealed to the prophet by the angel Gabriel 
along with the Qur’an itself. Recitation of the Qur’an according to the rules of tajwid 
has many names across the Muslim-majority world. Some of these are forms of the 
Qur’anic expression tartll, which conveys a sense of “measuring out” the recited 
Qur’an in a careful way. 

Early readers and transmitters of the Qur’an were known for their knowledge as well 
as their piety. There are reports that Muhammad personally dispatched readers 
throughout the growing Muslim-controlled territories in order to teach the Qur’an to 
others. This class of “readers” of the Qur’an had an important place in early Islamic 
history. It was their loss during war in the first generations that is said to have precip¬ 
itated the standardization of the Qur’anic text. Later, concern over nonstandard read¬ 
ings in non-Arab lands led to the formalization of sciences of reading the Qur’an based 
on the accepted text. As Frederick Denny has shown, the related Qur’anic sciences of 
Arabic grammar, Qur’anic exegesis, and recitation (including variant readings [qirdat] 
or vocalizations of the standard text) developed all at the same time, as a simultane¬ 
ous response to prevailing conditions (Denny 1980). Like the standardization of the 
'Uthmanic text, the technical guidelines for readings of the Qur’an were systematized 
to guide the potential diversity of Muslim practices of recitation. 

In its more technical and restricted usage, the term qira’dt usually denotes the idea 
of the variant accepted readings of the Qur’an, These differing readings do not relate 
to pitch variation nor any substantive textual variants. Instead, all of the readings 
pertain to minor differences in the vocalization of the same ‘Uthmanic text; they all 
employ the same rules of sound production (tajwid). There are said to be seven accepted 
readings in the system of qird’dt. This number has been disputed at times in the past. 
The number seven is based on a well-known hadith transmitted in several versions. Qne 
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states that Muhammad said, “This Qur'an has been revealed to be recited in seven dif¬ 
ferent modes [ahruj], so recite of it whichever is easiest for you.” (al-Bukharl n.d.: VI, 
Book 61, no. 561) Some variants of this report give an “occasion of revelation” or 
context for the verse, which was a question about the proper reading of Q 25; another 
hadith report states that Muhammad said that the angel Gabriel would recite in differ¬ 
ent ways for him. The idea of the “seven modes” has been open to a variety of inter¬ 
pretations in Islamic tradition, including the possibility that the ahruf may refer to 
differing dialects among the Arabs at the time of the revelation of the Qur'an. The stan¬ 
dard interpretation, however, is that the ahruf refer to what became known as the 
“seven readings” (qirdat) of the Qur'an. The reasons given for the diversity of these 
accepted readings include the idea that they afford an easier reception of the Qur'an 
for learners, as well as the suggestion that they may enhance the multifaceted seman¬ 
tic layers of Qur'anic meanings. 

The establishment of the accepted range of variation in “readings” is credited to Abu 
Baler b. Mujahid (d. 324/936). The seven readings that were standardized in the time 
of Ibn Mujahid as the accepted qiraat represented prominent traditions of reading in 
live centers of Muslim learning in that period: Mecca, Medina, Damascus, Basra, and 
Kufa. A list corresponding to this selection includes the following seven readers: Ibn 
Kathir (Mecca, d. 120/737), Nali‘ (Medina, d. 169/785), Ibn ‘Amir (Damascus, 
d. 118/736), Abu ‘Amr (Basra, d. 154/770), ‘Asim (Kufa, d. 128/745), Hamza (Kufa, 
d. 156/772), and al-Kisa'I (Kufa, d. 189/804), A rationale behind this authoritative 
selection was to take independent lines of authoritative transmission going back to 
Muhammad, and thereby minimize the possibility of error. There was, however, some 
controversy over the selection at the time. In addition, the “science of readings” 
continued to develop after this time as well; the later, influential scholar, Ibn al-Jazarl 
(d. 833/1429), describes ten variant readings, while other scholars have cited fourteen. 
Nevertheless, Ibn Mujahid’s system of seven qiraat has been accepted as the standard. 
Today, the most popular readings are those transmitted from ‘Asim by Hafs 
(d. 180/796), along with Nali‘ transmitted by Warsh (d. 197/812). 

In general, when recitation of the Qur'an is begun in one of the seven readings, 
the reciter must continue with that reading consistently until he or she has finished the 
entire selection. In other words, it is not permissible to mix up the readings within a 
single performance. The differences in readings are, in general, minor differences in 
vocalizing particular words as well as stylistic variation. An example of accepted vari¬ 
ation among the readings is found in the first sura of the Qur'an. The first word in the 
third verse may be rendered either as maliki or maliki. Both versions convey the same 
sense of meaning, which is God’s dominion over the day of judgment. In another 
example, one that has led to differences of opinion on ritual law for ablution, Q 5:6 may 
carry two meanings about how to purify the area of the feet, depending on vocaliza¬ 
tion: it may be understood as “wash” (according to Nafi‘ and Hafs) or “wipe” (accord¬ 
ing to Ibn Kathir and Abu ‘Amr). These parameters of diversity among the standard 
readings have been seen by some, including those in European traditions of textual 
analysis, as important sources of information about Qur'anic expression and the 
history of its reception. 

There are two key terms for the applied aspects of the recitation of the Qur'an: tartil 
and tajwld. These are technical components of tildwa, aspects of any reading (qirda). 
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Tartll and tajwld are closely related terms; for example, the Qur'an’s own instruction, 
“Recite the Qur'an with tartlV (Q 73:4) is often considered to mean, “Recite the Qur'an 
according to the rules of tajwid.” Tajwld refers to a rigorous system of guidelines that 
determine the proper vocalization of the Qur'an and thereby shape its characteristic 
rhythm and specific sound. It does not pertain to pitch variation, however, which is 
always improvised. 

The root meaning of the word tajwld carries senses of “beautifying” and “making 
correct.” Tajwld is part if the wider “science of readings” (qirdat) within the classic 
“Qur'anic sciences.” It is often defined in Muslim sources by some variant of the expres¬ 
sion, “giving each sound its correct weight and measure.” The formal system of tajwld 
provides instruction on the correct articulation of phonetic sounds, the assimilation of 
vowels and consonants in juxtaposition, and the proper rhythmic duration of vowel 
sounds. It also includes parameters for nonmelodic improvisational flexibility, since it 
governs, for example, pauses and starts in reading; these allow the reader to emphasize 
certain words, phrases, or sections. One of the reasons for the development of this 
Qur'anic science alongside grammar and exegesis was the standardization of style and 
sound across the growing linguistic diversity of the Islamic world in the early period. 
The rules of tajwld assure uniformity and consistency in the vocalization of God’s 
speech through clear guidelines. 

By determining the unique sound of Qur'an recitation in these ways, tajwid distin¬ 
guishes the recited Qur'an from ordinary Arabic speech and singing. Shaping cadences 
and rhythms of recitation, tajwld also “musicalizes” the recited Qur'an to some degree, 
although the recited Qur'an is never to be understood in terms of a human product 
such as “music.” It is one of the first areas of study of the Qur'an, since children need 
to learn to recite the Qur'an properly in order to fulfill one of the most basic ritual oblig¬ 
ations, canonical prayer. For the four-fifths of the Muslim world that is not Arabic¬ 
speaking, this study also doubles as an introduction to the Arabic language. Native 
speakers of Arabic must study tajwid, since the rules of tajwid concern much more than 
grammatical and intelligible pronunciation. In some cases, the end of the formal study 
of tajwid is the successful reading of the entire Qur'an text with a teacher; known as 
khatm al-Qur'dn, this achievement is marked with a life-cycle celebration in parts of the 
Muslim world. 

The formal system of tajwid as found in these sources has two primary branches. 
The first of these is the correct vocalization of letters and how the sounds may blend 
or assimilate, and especially rules corresponding to the sounds, “m” and “n.” A second 
important area of the science of tajwid is the relative duration of vowels, which is based 
on where they appear. In addition, the field covers the accepted and recommended stops 
and starts in sectioning, along with other guidelines that may be said to relate to com¬ 
portment with the Qur'an (adab tildwat al-Qur"dn). The handbooks for elementary 
tajwid used all across the Muslim world begin with instruction on the points of articu¬ 
lation (makhdrij) of the letters of the Arabic alphabet. 

A first principle of tajwid is that consonants with the same point of articulation will 
assimilate, or blend together. For example, as in spoken Arabic, al-rasid (“the messen¬ 
ger”), is pronounced as ar-rasvd because rd’is a blending “sun” letter. In tajwid, other 
kinds of consonantal assimilations (and partial assimilations) which are not heard in 
ordinary spoken Arabic also occur. Unique to Qur'anic pronunciation are rules for 
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particular letters (such as mJm and especially nm). There are special conventions for 
nasalized pronunciation (ghunna) of the letters mJm and nm when they are doubled in 
a word or if their doubling happens between two words. There is also a class of rules 
related to changes that these letters undergo based on adjacent consonants. The second 
major area of beginning tajwld study, pertaining to the articulation of vowels, covers 
the three vowel sounds in Arabic (“a,” “i,” and “u,” in long and short forms). Adjacent 
consonants affect not only the sound shape of these vowels (as occurs in standard 
spoken fusha Arabic) but, in Qur'an recitation, also their duration. In the system of 
tajwld, vowels are classified according to their duration or elongation, which is 
called madd. Madd is measured in terms of a basic unit or weight (called madd asli or 
madd tabH). 

Another class of rules in the system of tajwld pertains to stops and starts in sec¬ 
tioning or phrasing (al-waqf wal-ibtidd’) which may only occur at the end of a com¬ 
plete word. At certain points in the text of the Qur'an, a range of permissible and 
impermissible stops are marked, ranging according to the classification of their desir¬ 
ability. There are seven most general forms of stop, such as the Idzim stop (marked with 
the letter mim), where a stop must be made or else meaning would be distorted. For 
stops, there are at least five levels of preference (such as, “permissible to continue, but 
stopping is better” [;d'iz, marked with the letter ylm], or “permissible to stop, but it would 
be better to continue” [murakhkhas, marked with the letter sdd]”). 

Even though the term tajwld does not appear in the Qur'an, the practice of recita¬ 
tion according to such guidelines is understood to have been a central dimension of 
Islamic piety since the time of Muhammad. According to Islamic tradition, the prophet 
learned the recitation of the Qur'an and the rules for its vocalization from Gabriel when 
the Qur'an was first sent down. Classical recitation manuals consolidated techniques 
and definitions that had certainly been long-accepted. As with the other Qur'anic sci¬ 
ences like exegesis (tafslr), systematic writings on the sciences of qirdat and tajwld 
appeared in the fourth hijrl century and were circulated widely after that time. Most 
manuals and discussions after the time of Ibn al-Jazarl follow his systematization. 
According to such formal, established systems, the interrelated ideas of tildwa, ahruf, 
qiradt and tajwld are all dimensions of reading that provide guidelines for the 
vocalization of the Qur'an, 


Norms of Qur’anic Worship, Preservation, and Piety 

The practice of reciting the Qur'an is a foundational element of Islamic education, 
practice, and piety. During the fasting month of Ramadan, the Qur'an is read through¬ 
out the course of the month in nighttime prayers called tardwih. One of the standard 
divisions of the Qur'an is its partition into thirty equal, consecutive parts, or juz"; this 
sectioning facilitates complete recitation of the Qur'an over the course of a month. 
In addition, during Ramadan or during the days of hajj, the whole Qur'an may be 
recited through in one night by pious Muslims. Muslims read the Qur'an Irequently 
as an act of supererogatory piety, and recitation especially at night is performed by 
committed Muslims. 
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Reciting the Qur'an is required as a part of one of the fundamental acts of worship 
in Islam, salat (canonical prayer). The recitation of the opening sura (al-Fatiha) is carried 
out seventeen times a day by practicing Muslims due to its liturgical use as a compo¬ 
nent of salat. This chapter of the Qur'an is also read in other contexts, such as the 
sealing of contractual agreements and blessings. During canonical prayer, Muslims are 
required to read another, unspecriied part of the Qur'an besides surat al-jatiha. When 
prayer is conducted individually, this is often a sura selected from among the short 
Meccan suras that are the thirtieth yuz' of the Qur'an; if the prayer is led by a prayer 
leader (imam) this reading will be according to the leader’s choice. In addition, it is 
common in worship and other practices of Muslim piety to hear the well Imown “light 
verse” (Q 24:35) or the “throne verse” (Q 2:255). The final juz'of the Qur'an, as well 
as other passages like these, are commonly memorized by Muslims. Suras 49 and 67 
are also often committed to memory. Qther parts of the Qur'an that are also well known 
and read on certain occasions include sura 12 especially for life-cycle observances, and 
sura 36, read for the deceased or dying in a sometimes controversial practice. Siira 18 
is often read communally as well. 

The recitation of the Qur'an is a prototype for the practice of dhikr, a Qur'anic word 
for “reminder” and a practice associated with Sufi piety. The Qur'an is the basis for the 
formulae used for such recitational piety as well as the recitation of the ninety-nine 
names of God (al-asmd'al-husnd). These “beautiful names” are mentioned in Q 17:110, 
part of which reads, “Say: Call on Allah or call on al-Rahman. By whatever name you 
call [Him], His are the most beautiful names (al-asma al-husnd).” Not all of the names 
are given in the Qur'an, however. The Qur'an’s brief listing of some of the names is 
found in Q 59:22-4. 

Differing styles of reading the Qur'an in worship, public performance, and more 
private acts of piety are usually identified in terms of their relative rapidity, although 
the terms used may vary across the Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority worlds. 
Usually hadr is the expression for a rapid recitation, either performed from memory or 
for the purpose of reading of large portions of the text aloud; recitation of the Qur'an 
in canonical worship tends to be fairly fast as well. Tartil (or murattal) is at a slower pace, 
used for study and practice (sometimes called tadarrus). In many places, the term tajwld 
has a non-technical meaning of cantillated recitation. The term mujawwad refers to a 
slow recitation that deploys heightened technical artistry and melodic modulation, as 
in public performances by trained experts. 

The memorization of the complete Qur'an, which is known as its “preservation” 
(tflh/fz), was encouraged ever since the earliest period of Islam, Among those known 
especially for memorizing and preserving the Qur'an in the time of the prophet were 
his wives. There are many hadith reports that encourage Muslims to read the Qur'an 
and to know it by heart. Traditionally, formal education begins with the memorization 
of the Qur'an at an early age and then branches out from there to other subjects; this 
institutionalized practice continues in many Muslim-majority societies. The memo¬ 
rization of the Qur'an is a life-long pursuit, however, because readers must continually 
repeat the text so that no part of it is forgotten. The nonlinear structure of the Qur'an 
demands this continual rehearsal in order to commit to memory since it is, as a hadith 
on memorization transmitted from Muhammad has it, “like a camel that is always 
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trying to run away.” Memorizers who have made the commitment to “preserving” the 
Qur'an often repeat one-seventh of it each day of the week. Students who are memo¬ 
rizing the Qur'an for the first time study handbooks on difficult aspects of the Qur'an, 
such as verses that closely resemble one another. For Muslim men and women who do 
not attempt the challenge of memorizing the entire Qur'an, and then keeping it memo¬ 
rized, many are able to meet the goal of having memorized the final juz’ (thirtieth) of 
the Qur'an. 

According to Islamic ethical and legal traditions, memorization is a recommended 
act of piety; it is classified as an obligation that must always be observed by some 
members of a community on behalf of the group {fard kijaya). This means that Qur'an 
memorizers are a special class of readers of the Qur'an and they command a special 
respect within their communities since they “hold” the Qur'an in memory. They have 
a responsibility to contribute to the ethical order of society. This is often expressed in 
the literature through representation of the reader’s unending practice that continues 
both day and night: Qur'an reading by night and constructive moral action by day. 
Memorizers are also expected to meet scrupulous standards of moral comportment, or 
adab, and to commit themselves to the highest of ethical standards. 

Material on the proper behavior and comportment with the Qur'an is Imown as adab 
al-Qur’dn. This literature continues the precedent of collecting reports about the recita- 
tional practice of Muhammad, while it also includes further information about the 
recitational customs of other pious persons and other norms of practice. These include 
respectful silence when listening, sitting facing the qibla (the direction of prayer) if pos¬ 
sible, meeting the standards of ritual purity, repeating verses, and reciting the standard 
opening and closing formulae. These latter formulae are the opening statement, the 
taawwudh (“I take refuge in God from the accursed Satan”) which is followed by the 
basmala (“In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate”), no matter where in 
the Qur'an the reader begins. The reciter always closes a reading with the formula 
sadaqa 'Udh al- ‘azlm, meaning “Thus God the All-mighty has spoken truly.” If the reciter 
is interrupted by a greeting {saldm) while reading, he or she is to stop to return the 
greeting: he or she is also to stop when hearing the adhan (call to prayer). Reciters and 
listeners may observe sajdat al-tildwa, which is the prostration that is to be performed 
at fourteen or fifteen verses (according to different traditions) in the Qur'an that refer 
to created beings who bow before their Creator. Only in some parts of the Muslim world 
is there concern over men listening to the voices of women reciting the Qur'an; in other 
regions, such as Indonesia, women reciters are very popular. 

The adab of the recited Qur'an also includes information compiled on matters such 
as how quickly to recite the entire Qur'an as well as what times of day are considered 
to be good to complete a reading of the entire text; it also considers common challenges 
that reciters may face, such as confusing pauses and starts in sectioning. In addition, 
much material addresses the intents of recitation, such as the problem of acquiring a 
worldly reward or payment for teaching or performance. In a related manner, it 
includes prohibitions against reciting the Qur'an just for show, or in an ostentatious 
manner that draws attention to the reader instead of the reading. The latter is consid¬ 
ered a form of hypocrisy and is condemned in accepted hadith reports as well as other 
material on the adab of recitation. For example, one tradition reports: ‘Abu SaTd 
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al-KhudrI narrated that he heard God’s messenger saying, ‘There will appear some 
among you whose ritual prayers will make you look down on yours, and whose (good) 
deeds will make you look down on yours, but they will recite the Qur’an and it will not 
leave their throats [i.e, they do not act upon it]’” (al-Bukharl n.d.: IX, Book 84, 
no, 67). 

Material on the adab of tildwat al-Qur’dn and on the fadd’il (“excellences”) of 
the Qur’an, in both accepted hadith accounts and other sources, underscores that the 
recitation of the Qur’an grants rewards to individuals and to their pious communities. 
There is an emphasis on the idea that the recitation of the Qur’an brings on individual 
and collective rewards both for persons and their communities. This is, for example, 
expressed in the following statement of Abu Hurayra, cited in authors such as al- 
Ghazall(d. 505/1111): 


Surely the house in which the Qur’an is recited provides easy circumstances for its people, 
its good increases, angels come to it [in order to hsten to the Qur’an] and satans leave it. 
The house in which the book of God is not recited provides difficult circumstances for its 
people, its good decreases, angels leave it, and satans come to it. (ai-Ghazali 1983: 24) 

In addition to describing the peace and tranquility (sakina) that descend when the 
Qur’an is read in this world, the effects of recitation and of studying and teaching 
the recited Qur’an are also described in terms of the accounting on the day of judg¬ 
ment and the consequences in the world to come. In an eschatological mode of piety, 
rewards for reciting the Qur’an are often accounted sum by sura in this literature, or 
even letter by letter. Early traditions of ascetic and Qur’anic piety elaborated such mate¬ 
rial within Islamic tradition, and Sufis, among the heirs to this pious tradition, devel¬ 
oped especially the soteriological and interiorized Qur’anic dimensions of piety. In this 
tradition, a close relationship to the Qur’an is depicted as an ongoing intimacy, at times 
framed in terms of the key Sufi concept of “friendship.” Engaging the Qur’an in prac¬ 
tice should also conform to the reader’s close and immediate experience of following 
(tildwa) the Qur’an in the “heart,” and this pious ideal is central to the tradition of the 
recited Qur’an within any pious Islamic orientation. 


Qur’anic Esthetics and Performance 

Doctrine, worship, and esthetics link closely the theory and practice of Qur’an recita¬ 
tion. The closeness of this linkage of theory and practice comes in part because the 
recited Qur’an is understood to be the actual voicing of the speech of God. Eor example, 
early philosophical controversies that arose in the first centuries of Islam, regarding 
questions of temporality and the nature of the Qur’an as created in time or being 
eternal, grew in part out of practical questions about human agency in following divine 
speech in voice. More generally, a range of theoretical and practical issues about the 
recited Qur’an are seen to connect to, and their tensions are resolved through, the doc¬ 
trine of i 5flz, which is the idea of the miraculous and inimitable nature of God’s speech. 
This doctrine of inimitabUity supports the idea that the Arabic text, as divine revelation 
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and speech, is a unique class of discourse. Many issues of worship, piety, and perform¬ 
ance are clarified in theory and practice by connecting them to the transcendent status 
and experience of the recited Qur'an. 

Throughout the history of Islam, Qur'an reciters have confronted the issue of their 
artistry potentially becoming confused with the transcendent power of the Qur'an. Al- 
Ghazali (1983) presents rules for recitation to resolve such an apparent tension. He 
does this by positing an external as well as an internal dimension to the act of voicing 
God’s speech. In this formulation, the intents, consciousness, and sensibilities of the 
reciter are seen to be secondary to the act of voicing divine speech. The reciter is thus 
to strive to diminish the aspects of performance that are not pure amplifications of the 
manifestation of an idealized presence. Well-defined and specific techniques of affect 
and performance may be applied in order to achieve this ideal. 

The appreciation of the vocal artistry of trained reciters has been part of Muslim 
religious and social life since the earliest times. Much of the explicit theorization and 
practice related to the esthetics of Qur'an recitation relates to the key idea of spiritual 
audition. The term for this, sama, is usually associated with Sufi traditions, but in the 
case of the recited Qur'an, multiple styles of classical piety overlap. Normative 
questions relating to musical practice and its application and acceptability are tied to 
the issue of sama ", These legal debates usually center on the intents and contexts of 
practice rather than the status of music as a general category. The most authoritative 
sources on what Kristina Nelson (1985) has termed the “samd" polemic” in Islamic 
traditions highlight a tension between the cultivation of experiential perceptions 
related to “listening” (sama 0 on the one hand and the ideal of the absolute separation 
of transcendent revelation and human components on the other. 

According to Islamic tradition, the “melodic” aspects of Qur'an recitation may not 
be fixed in any one performance or in an overall system. This is in order that God’s 
speech, in the form of the revealed Qur'an, will not become associated with human 
technical artistry. It is not known what melodic structures were used in the recitation 
of the Qur'an in the earliest period. It is documented, however, that practices of Qur'an 
recitation developed into something resembling the highly ornamented mujawwad style 
in the ‘Abbasid period, when reciters began to deploy the emerging modal system of 
music (maqdm; plural maqdmdt). It is in this period that the question of “recitation with 
melody” (qiraa bi"l-alMn} appears in the literature, and the melodic structures deployed 
in this time were apparently those of Arab art music. Today, the highly proficient style 
of recitation known as mujawwad uses melodic structures also found in contemporary 
Arab art music. 

A maqdm is a musical mode; the term denotes both scalar pitch class and melody 
type. Diversity and flexibility characterize the modal system both diachronically and 
synchronic ally. Early treatises formulated an analytical framework for the system that 
was followed for centuries, deploying musical characteristics in the identification of 
mode, such as initial and final pitch, as well as, in some cases, melody types. Not only 
are modes applied fiexibly In practice, but the overall musical system is difficult to for¬ 
malize or classify historically or geographically. In the early nineteenth century, a 
system for analyzing scale (based on quarter-tones) became widespread in the Middle 
East. An attempt was also made to codify all of the maqdmdt being used in Arab 
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countries at the historic Cairo congress on Arab music in 1932. Such efforts, however, 
face the challenge of systematizing the diversity of the entire musical system, as well 
as the problems of notation and standardization. 

Contemporary performers of the recited Qur’an in the style called mujawwad have 
been increasingly popular in recent decades due to broadcast and recording technolo¬ 
gies and other global trends. In The Art of Reciting the Qur'an, Kristina Nelson (1985) 
studies the practices of Egyptian reciters in the 1980s, the same figures who became 
renowned the world over in the following decade or more because of the popularity of 
their recordings. Across the Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority worlds of Islam in 
the late twentieth century, the recitation recordings of a few of Egyptian reciters (many 
of whom trained in classical Arabic music) were highly influential and offered models 
for aspiring reciters transnationally. The singing of the great women vocalists from the 
Arab world, such as Eairouz, Warda, and above all Umm Kulthum has influenced 
the improvizational styles of these performers as well as those who have come after 
them. Examples of contemporary recitation representing regions all over the world may 
be heard on the sound recording accompanying Sells (1999). 


The Recited Qur’an and Contemporary Islamic Revitalization 

In the late twentieth century, changes in technology coupled with the global Islamic 
awakening have encouraged the popularity of the widespread and popular practice of 
the recitation of the Qur’an. Evidence of this is a worldwide women’s mosque move¬ 
ment that focuses on reciting the Qur’an in mosques and improving recitation tech¬ 
nique. Transnational connections support curricula for teaching recitation at all levels. 
Eor example, in the 1960s and 1970s, the Egyptian government sponsored many of 
the most renowned Egyptian reciters to travel to Southeast Asia, a region with as many 
Muslims as the entire Arabic-speaking world, in order to teach and to perform as a 
global Islamic outreach. 

Da 'wfl is a Qur’anic term interpreted and applied in different ways in different global 
contexts. Most basically, the term means a “call” to deepen one’s own, or encourage 
others’, Islamic piety. As such, it has been a crucial concept in the historical propaga¬ 
tion of the Islamic religious tradition; this has been the case especially for certain his¬ 
torical traditions in specific. Da ‘wa is a key concept for how the Qur’an is understood 
as a basis of contemporary Islamic revitalization movements. Qur’anic da'wa supports 
recitational aesthetics and schooling as a primary basis for educative programs among 
Muslims of diverse orientations. 

In the most populous Muslim-majority nation in the world, Indonesia, the recitation 
of the Qur’an has been the focus of an energetic movement in Islamic revitalization 
since the last decades of the twentieth century. The region of Southeast Asia is well 
known for world-class recitation, evidenced in the popularity of the woman reciter from 
Jakarta, Hj. Maria Ulfah. Southeast Asia has also long been Imown for the production 
of exceedingly short, clear, and precise methods and materials for teaching and learn¬ 
ing about Islam and the Qur’an. In Indonesia in the 1990s, mainstream da'wa was 
viewed as an invitation to voluntary Islamic piety issued to Muslims, and much of this 
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da‘wa emphasized engagement with the recited Qur'an. Examples of the energy of 
this movement are the massive Baitul Qur’an (“House of the Qur'an”) exhibit near 
Jalcarta, as weU as the promotion of a wide array of Qur'anic arts like recitation 
and calligraphy. 

In Indonesia in the 1990s and later, as the Qur'an increasingly became the focus of 
programs to promote Islamic engagement, learning to read the Qur'an became the 
basis of a widespread revitalization movement. New pedagogies blended with tradi¬ 
tional methods of teaching and learning recitation. Popular activities ranged from basic 
study of tajwTd to performance in the highly proficient mujawwad style of recitation. The 
phenomenon of Qur'anic learning and engagement has not been limited to young 
people in Indonesia; it has also included mature Muslims who labeled themselves as 
“learners.” As part of a resurgent movement in the fundamentals of religious practice 
in Indonesia during the decades of the 1980s and 1990s, religiously oriented individ¬ 
uals actively adopted and promoted projects such as local and national Qur'an recita¬ 
tion competitions, a widespread movement in Qur'an Idndergartens, revitalized efforts 
to memorize the Qur'an, and lively women’s mosque groups trained on the develop¬ 
ment of reading sldlls. 

In Indonesia, vlrtuosic readings in the mujawwad style have not been appreciated 
most intensively in terms of inducing heightened experiential states, but instead in 
terms of the tendency of listeners to attempt actively and with full effort to emulate 
that very performance. In Indonesia, expert performances from the Arab world and by 
Indonesians have doubled as pedagogy for ordinary practitioners, disseminated and 
mediated by competition frameworks and other programs and interests. Under these 
educationally oriented influences, a great variety of material - including the record¬ 
ings of great Egyptian reciters - has become in Indonesia, educational kurikulum. In 
Indonesia, reciters at all levels were instructed to listen avidly to these performances 
in order to improve their mujawwad Qur'an recitation, and especially to master the 
modal system. 

Contests for the recitation of the Qur'an were also interpreted in Indonesia to be a 
form of da 'wa. The increasing popularity of Qur'an reciting and recitation contests, and 
their promotion by various organizations over several decades, has contributed to an 
explosion of interest, and new media and techniques, for the study and appreciation of 
the recited Qur'an in Southeast Asia. Possible controversy over the voicing of the 
speech of God as a competition was overcome in Indonesia by recognizing the positive 
effects of the events for Islamic youth. Recitation tournaments, especially the National 
Contest for the Recitation of the Qur'an (“Musabaqa Tilawatil Qur'an,” MTQ), had 
come to be viewed by many in Indonesia as an avenue for syi’ar Islam, or the propaga¬ 
tion and deepening of Islamic practice through an appreciation of Qur'anic knowledge 
and ability, as well as an avenue for the expression of distinctive aspects of Indonesian 
Islamic piety within the context of the global Muslim community. Competitions, as 
syi’ar Islam, were understood to be simultaneously a form of education and an invita¬ 
tion to Muslim practice. They show how Qur'an recitation, as a practice of piety, is being 
revitalized globally as the basis of movements of Islamic awakening in the contempo¬ 
rary Muslim-majority and Muslim-minority worlds. 
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Conclusion 

The recitation of the Qur'an is foundational to Islamic worship and piety. It is central 
to the Qur'an’s depiction of itself and its own reading. As a Quranic science, branches 
of the science of reading relate to classical fields of Islamic learning such as grammar, 
law and exegesis, aesthetics and piety; it is now the bases of some contemporary Muslim 
revitalization movements. In all of these domains, Qur'an recitation is not just a per¬ 
sonal or individual religious act. The theme of the sociality of the recitation of the 
Qur'an echoes throughout the classical literature, even interiorized systems such as 
that of al-Ghazall. Al-Buldrarl and other major hadith collections, for example, relate 
the report that Muhammad said, “The best among you are those who learn the Qur'an 
and teach it to others” (transmitted on the authority of ‘Uthman b. ‘Affan), This is 
echoed in the special status given to memorizers or those who “preserve” the Qur'an 
on behalf of religious community. In the contemporary world, educative programs for 
Qur'anic reading are increasingly popular, as are the recordings of proficient reciters. 
Teaching, learning, practicing, and appreciating the recited Qur'an are voluntary 
open-ended projects, drawing Inspiration from the models of others’ piety. In reading 
the Qur'an aloud, the Qur'an itself states that Muslims may affect others’ religiosity 
and thereby build religious community: “The believers are only they whose hearts 
tremble when God is mentioned; and, when His signs [or “verses,” the Qur'an] are 
recited to them, they multiply in faith and put their trust in their Lord” (Q 8:2). 
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Akhtar, Shabbir 224 
Aksehir 357 

'Ala’ al-Dawla al-SimnanI 355 
Alamut 391, 392-5 
alcohol 15, 272, 317 see also wine 
Aleppo 405 

Alexander Romance 260,261,263 
Alexander the Great 134, 255, 260-3, 
338 

Ali, A. Yusuf 45, 50, 284, 285 
'Air Rida 351 

'All b. Abl Talib 206, 334, 343, 344, 
373-6, 381, 382-3, 392-3, 397-8, 
410 

'All b. Ibrahim al-Qummi 380, 381 
'All ’l-Fadl al-TabarsI 255,382 
’allm 282, 283, 291 
Allah see also God 
daughters of 271 
house of 390 
oneness 9, 43 

and “people of the house” 373 
source of word 131 
sovereignty 461 
status of word debated 225 
'Allama al-HillT 383 
'Allama al-Yafi'I 339 
Alii Din, Mohamed 459 
Alsamail, Ali 456 
Ambrose 260 
Amman, Ludwig 141,157 
Amon 226 
' Amr b. Ma 3 miun 256 
Anastassiadou, M 180 
Anatolia 357 
Anawati, Georges 225 
Andalus 358 

angels 10,13,16,23,43-4,100,134, 
160, 163, 227-8, 235, 237, 239, 241, 
245, 272, 275, 285, 286, 291, 295, 
300, 305, 343, 390, 421, 477, 489 
fallen 338 

an-Na’im, Abdallah 307 
Ansar 216,436 
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‘Antara 92 
anti-Semitism 3 3 
Ann 226 
apes 256 

al-Aqsa mosque 183 
Aquinas, Thomas 417 
Arabia 

community of 5 

context for Qur’an 36-7, 40, 226, 232, 
313 

controlled by Muslims 39, 317 
pre-lslamic 26, 90, 298, 300 
sons in 271 

Arabic language 6, 24, 40-1, 88, 107, 
437-9 

correct pronunciation of 12 
seen as independent 123 
text unique 489-90 
arabiyya 108, 109, 114, 116, 415 
Arabs 24, 107, 128 
Meccan 89 
medieval 121-4 

linguistic and cultural independence 122 
equality with non- 452 
Arafat, Yassir 116 

Aramaic 124, 125, 126, 128, 129, 130, 
131, 132, 134-5, 136, 137, 138 
Aristotle 279, 428, 432n 
Ark, Noah’s 98, 136, 238, 344, 348n 
ark of the covenant 342, 348n 
Arkoun, Mohammed 224,226,307,417, 
418n 

Asad, Muhammad 50 
asbab al-nuzM 4, 15, 110, 161, 192, 195, 
196-7, 199, 201, 203n, 207, 232, 317, 
413,436,463,474, 480 
asceticism 348n, 353, 358 
Ashur 226 

‘Asim al-Jahdarl 144, 408, 484 

Asiya 249 

As-Said, L. 107 

assertion 286 

Assiut/Asyut 404 

Assman, Jan 118,143,153 

assonance 94 

‘Ati}?ya al-‘AwfI 254 

‘Attar 358, 367, 368 

Augustine 111 

Awn, Peter 341 


aya 4, 142 

Ayoub, Mahmood 287, 356, 375, 376, 

377, 380, 381, 382 

al-‘A 5 ryashr, Muhammad 219, 376, 377, 
381,382 
Azerbaijan 357 
al-Azhar 184, 339, 348n, 460 
University of 116,389 

Baalbaki, R 121 
Babel, Tower of 251,342 
Bach 111 

Badr, battle of 39, 156, 212-15 
al-BaghawT 170, 336 
Baghdad 112,345,359,382 
Bajarma 253 
Balaam 343 
Balkh 363 

Bar-Asher, Meir 379,381 
Barks, Coleman 363 
Barlas, Asma 307 
Barsbay 183 
Basel 183 
al-BasIt 326, 336 

basmala 142, 174, 178, 202n, 435, 437, 
448n, 488 

Basra 112,408,415,484,444 
batin 350, 353, 373, 375, 376, 377, 378, 
386, 387, 388, 389, 390, 392, 399, 
416, 418n 
al-BasyunI 353 
al-Bay#wT 235, 241, 336 
al-BayhaqI 378,414,477 
beating 301-2 
Bedouins 108, 129, 148, 421 
Beirut 116, 334, 340 
belief 421 

believers 293-4,421-2 
Bell, Richard 55, 189, 199, 201, 203n 
chronology of Qur’an 192-4 
Bible, the 18, 19, 20, 25, 31, 48, 102, 133, 
152, 153, 225, 226, 231, 248, 257, 
263, 302,453 

Hebrew 82, 141, 312, 313, 319n 
imagery compared to 102 
Luther’s 111 

Bibliotheque Nationale, Paris 339 
Bldukht 359 

bin Laden, Osama 117, 319, 463 
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birth control 306 
blood money 92, 215 
Bombay 339 

books 239-4:0 see also al-kitab 
Brethren of Purity 388 
British Library 339,340 
broken letters 105,120,388 
brotherhood 453-4 
Buckley, Siddiq 453-4 
Buddhism 3 7 
Biihler, Karl 145 

al-Bukharl 188, 195, 196, 198, 206, 252, 
256, 347, 378, 413, 435, 482, 484, 
489 

al-Bulqlm, Siraj al-DTn 405 
Bursa 358 

Bursevi, ismail Hakki 356, 358 
Burton, John 165,166,167,169 
Buyids 334, 382 
Byzantine Empire 36-7,130 

Caird, G. B. 226,231 

Cairo 115, 184, 339, 404, 417n, 491 

Calcutta 184 

Calder, Norman 347 

Caleb 255 

Caliphs 6, 24, 100, 143, 172, 173, 334-5 
‘All’s right to caliphate 375, 382 
compilation of text by 162, 165, 166, 
168 

failure of caliphate 331 
Fatimid 389 
image of 205,212,219 
reforms in Empire 175 
and throne 182 

calligraphy 12, 32, 172, 175, 179, 282, 
492 

canonization 152, 192, 194, 199 
CD-ROMs 184 
al-Charkhl, Ya'qub 356 
chastity 301, 303, 306 
chiffre 154—5 
China 179,255 

Chinese, Qur’anic words from 121 
Choudhury M. A. 283 
Christianity 29, 30, 33, 37, 156, 232, 306, 
450 

basis of 4, 7 

conversions compared 111 


culture of singing 41 
monotheistic 22 
pietism 117 
sonship of Jesus 273-4 
and Trinity 421 
and war 313 
wine and 211 

Christians 6-8, 37, 42, 111, 131, 150-1, 
164,273-4,280, 423,462 
Arab 115 
faith and works 29 
People of the Book 46, 234, 306, 422 
and prophets 245-6 
Qur’an affection for 33 
rebuked 83 
and Trinity 9 
chronology 
Bell’s 192 

Israelites in Egypt 252 
of revelation 178, 196, 268-9, 298-9, 
317 

Stories of the Prophets 469 
suras 192,417 
verses 46, 316 
church and state 18 
circumcision 157,258 
Clash of Civilisation 459 
Cluny 6 

colophon 172, 173, 185n 
companions 49,88-9,95,111,206, 
210-11, 335, 352,441,477 
authority of 205,340,381 
compared to prophets 207 
differences 377 
of the mantle 396 
written Qur’an 6, 42 
consonants 115, 117, 144, 379, 485-6 
Cook, Michael 141 
Copts 129, 131 

Corbin, Henry 350, 355, 373, 375, 376, 
392 

Cordoba 182 

covenant 7, 8, 40, 75, 80, 83-5, 157, 
229-30, 242, 246, 267 
Cragg, Kenneth 149, 268, 289, 294 
creation 27, 42, 43, 76, 81, 85, 151, 168, 
170, 193, 208, 270, 342, 343 
companions of the mantle 396 
diversity of 458 
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creation (cant’d) 
human beings 44, 46, 267 
Muslims to ponder 399 
and natural phenomena 270 
of Qur’an 425 
second 277-9 
Crone, Patricia 141 

Daftary, Farhad 3 50 
al-Dahhak 251, 340 
Damascus 182,254,405,484 
dark ages 2 7 
Darqawl order 358 
al-Darwajiki 354, 357 
Daughters of Adam 455 
David 44, 46, 98, 100, 235, 236, 256, 
285, 341, 344, 346, 348n, 479n 
name 134 

psalms of 25,164,240,370 
and Saul 340 
da‘wa 387, 491 
al-Daylaml 207, 352, 353, 354 
death 241 
angels warning 43 
of Badr prisoners 213-4, 215 
life after 44-5,427,476-8 
as punishment 92,304 
Warner of 25 
deeds 29, 46, 54, 67, 339 
Book of 28,240,241 
good 11,84,91,126,373,424,489 
pious 28 
righteous 110 
Delhi 357 

demons 22, 109, 113, 144, 239, 291 
Denny, F 133,483 
Deroche,F. 174,175,177 
de Tassy, Garcin 379 
Deuteronomy, book of 252,310 
Devil, the 344 

al-DhahabI 85, 350, 351, 355, 356, 359 
dhikr 100,287,396,481,487 
Dhu ’1-Nun al-Misrl 352 
dhu wujuh 117 
diacritics 173, 185n 
dialects 6,24,93,108,114-15,116,124, 
484 

Dilmun 261 
diptychs 150 
divine authority 30, 318 


divorce 11,16,45,74,75,77,86,95, 
293,301-2,304, 440, 445 
documents 
as sources 201-2 
Dome of the Rock 175 
Donner, F. M. 141, 143 
Dostal, Walter 141 
dower/dowry 11, 36 
dreams 22,239,241,274,284 
dress 69-70, 305 
Dvorak, Rudolf 121,135 

Fa 226 

Eaton, John 226,231 
Eden, garden of 131, 132, 253, 254, 260, 
261, 262, 263 
Edmondson, R. 279 
education 371,492 
formal 487 
of hsteners 152 
of Moses 264 
reciting as 486 
religion in 18-19 
secular 461 
stories as 339 
Edwards, Jonathan 30 
Egypt 76,99,108,135,358,386,404, 
464 

Moses in 44, 248-52, 259 
Eilat 256 
El 226 

Elijah 124, 134, 260, 375, 479n 
ellipsis 98,99 
Emerick, Yahiya 461 
Enkidu 261 
enlightenment 22, 288 
equality 9, 108, 451-2, 453, 454, 458-9, 
462,466 
Ernst, Carl 19 
Esau 259 

eschatology 227,228,230,475-8 
ethics 455-6 
Ethiopians 129, 131 
Europe 

Arabic studies in 183-4 
duty of Muslims in 456 
evangelium 199-200 
Eve 44, 48, 100, 302, 303 
evil 

good and 47,267 
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Satan as symbol 43-4 
‘word’ 104 
exodus 

image banished 157 
Moses and 251-2 

Exodus, book of 250, 252, 253, 258, 259, 
263 

Face of Western Civilization, The 458 

Fairouz 491 

faith 

knowledge 293, 295, 296 
of peace 464 
and reason 21 
and scholars 306 
traditionalist dogma 424 
and understanding 267,270 
universal 457 
and works 29,104 

Fakhr al-Din al-Razf 56-7, 260, 262, 330, 
418n, 429,431 
family 9, 29, 44, 298-306 
Muhammad’s 42, 332, 334-5, 390, 

394 

Farid al-Din‘Attar 367 
al-FarabI 432n 
al-Farra’ 121 

fasting 3, 12, 13, 16, 23, 29, 45, 46, 157, 
444 

Fath ‘All Shah, Sayyid 397 
Fatima 300, 360, 373, 381, 396 
Fatimids 334, 386, 388, 389-92 
fatwas 451 

First Amendment 18,19 

five pillars of Islam 13 

Fliigel, Gustav 6, 184 

foreign vocabulary 26,89,120-38 

Foundations of Islamic Doctrine, The 458 

freewill 345,421,424-5,431 

Frye, Northrup 225 

Flick, Johann 114 

fundamentalism 116-18 

Furat h. Ihrahim al-Kufi 381, 382 

furqdn 14,237,248,252,383 

Gabriel 3, 23, 40, 90, 133, 134, 138, 162, 
163, 165, 166, 169, 170, 188, 189-90, 
192, 199, 202, 205, 216-17, 237, 238, 
241, 244, 245, 251, 252, 253, 333, 
428,483,484,486 


gender 151,304,305,306,317,451, 
454,455,457, 462 

Genesis, hook of 126, 138, 151-2, 249, 
251,257,258,259,48 
Germany 108 
GhadIrKhumm 374,384 
ghayba 380,388,399-400 
al-GhazalT 30, 123, 268, 288, 296, 332, 
336, 346, 351, 360, 410, 411, 428, 
434, 448,477, 489,490 
ghazals 363 
Gilgamesh 260, 261-2 
Gindns 395-6, 397 
GIsudiraz 352,356,357 
God see also Allah 
attributes 43 

authority and independence 267 
and covenant 229-30 
dogma stated in Qur’an 421 
of the house 230 
the judge 228-9 
the king 226-8 
names of 135 
as teacher 285 
theme of Qur’an 42 
unity of 270-4 
ultimate knower 282 
Goitein, Shlomo D. 108 
golden calf 241, 252, 253, 342 
Gospels 3, 6, 9, 14, 25, 31, 111, 141, 164, 
234, 237, 246, 383, 435 
grammar 81, 114, 189, 353, 382, 414, 
483,485,493 

Greek 123, 125, 127, 129, 130, 132, 

134, 136, 137, 138, 260, 261, 

428 

Greeks 129 
Grohmann, A 173 
Gunabadi 359 

hadfth 15, 159-60, 176, 189, 190 
and divorce 302 
law and 32,298,301 
prophetic 330-1 
and recitation 481,482-3 
re-examination of 306 
scholars 163 
source of authority 21 
Sufis and 362 
two parts 195 
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hadith (cant'd) 
and war 308 
Hafs 145,484 
Hafsa 378 
Hagar 342 

hajj 13,157,310,390,394,486 
al-Hajjajb Yusuf 177,408 
al-Hakim al-NIsaburi 163, 167, 211 
Hakim Sana’i 367 
al-Hallaj (poet) 113 
Haman 134, 249, 251 
Hamburg 6, 183 
Hamid al-DTn al-Farahi 58,105 
Hamid al-Din Kirmani 389 
Hamza 484 

Hanafis 81,435,437,440,442,444, 
448n, 449n 
Hanbalite school 425 
hanlf 126,133,157,193,392 
Haqd’iq al-tafsTr 351,352,353 
harb 308, 312 
al-Harith b. Hisham 188 
Harun al-RashId 414 
Harut 338 

Hasan b.‘All 373,381,393,396,397 
Hasan‘AlaDhikrihi al-Salam 392 
al-Hasan al-BasrI 341, 343, 351, 408, 411 
al-Hasan b. Musa al-NawbakhtI 377 
Hasan-i Sabbah 386, 392, 393 
Hasan Kabir al-DTn 395 
Hashim al-Bahranl 382 
Hassan, Riffat 307 
Haydar Amull 377 
heaven 160-3,475-8 
Hebrew 124, 129, 130 
Bible 82, 231, 312, 313, 319n 
names 134 

hell 30,45,78,80,150,242-3,255, 
475-8 

al-Hibri, Azizah 307 

hijdb 208,209-11,305, 

hijazi script 174,175 

al-mjr 129, 134 

hijm 25, 39, 78, 173, 191, 310 

Hinckehnann, Abraham 183 

Hinduism 397 

MtHira’ 23, 189, 197, 202n 

Hizqll 249, 251 

Hobab 259 


Holy Land 153, 154, 157, 254 
holy spirit 159,236,237,243 
holy war 214,215,308,312,313 
Homer 111 

homilies 27, 364-6, 371 see also sermons 
homosexuality 303-4 
horses 343-4 

Hud 8, 101, 121, 134, 137, 234, 245, 479n 

Hud b. Muhakkam 415 

HiidayT, Aziz Mahmud 356 

Hulagu 383, 392 

Huntington, Samuel 459 

Husam al-DTn Chalabl 368 

husbands 11,13,300,301 

Hussein, King 464-5 

Hussein, Saddam 116,464 

Hymns 9 7 

hypocrites (mundfiqm) 45, 48, 76, 79, 80, 
216-19, 291-2, 309-10 

IblTs 43-4, 78, 79, 132, 134, 136, 348n 
Ibn ‘Abbas 120, 161, 162, 163, 164, 165, 
166, 195, 196, 249, 251, 252, 253, 
255, 256, 332, 340, 407, 415, 474 
IbnAbTHatim 160, 164, 217, 331, 337n 
Ibn AbT Shayba 162, 166, 167, 169, 206, 
209 

Ibn ‘Amir 484 

Ibn ‘Arab! 352, 355, 356, 357, 358, 359, 
360 

Ibn ‘Asakir 341, 347, 424 
Ibn ‘Ata’ al-AdamT 352 
IbnBarrajan 356 
IbnBattiita 182 
IbnBaz 461 
IbnDurayd 339 
IbnDurays 162,163,165 
Ibn Paris 122,133 
Ibn al-Furat 347 

Ibn Hajar 165, 166, 170, 206, 207, 208, 
405 

IbnHanbal 15, 166, 167, 206, 209, 214, 
217,218,374, 425-6 
IbnHazm 170,427-8,441 
Ibn Hisham 111,189,191,198,218,473 
Ibn Ishaq 110, 189, 197, 198, 200, 251, 
253,254, 340, 347,473 
Ibn al-JawzT 234, 237, 238, 239, 240, 241, 
242, 246, 345, 346, 



INDEX OF PEOPLE, PLACES AND TOPICS 531 


Ibn al-Jazari 484, 486 
Ibnjurayj 255 

Ibn Kathir 109, 163, 249, 252, 262, 287, 
341,347,378,405,478,484 
Ibn Khalawayh 81 
IbnMaja 413 
Ibn Manda 162 
Ibn Manzur 109, 309 
Ibn Mas ud 81, 166, 167, 169, 170, 171, 
296, 340, 418n 
Ibn Mutarrif al-Tarafl 471 
Ibnal-Nadim 173,175,378 
Ibn al-Naqlb 208 
Ibn Nujaym 440, 442, 445, 447 
Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyya 351 
Ibn Qudama 438, 441, 442, 448n 
Ibn Qutayba 344, 414, 426 
Ibn al-Rawandi 430 
IbnSa'd 170,195,198,378 
Ibn Shabba 167, 168, 169, 170, 171, 208, 
209,210 
Ibn Sina 336 
IbnTawus 210 

IbnTaymiyya 48,323,326,331,335, 
347, 428 

Ibrahim see Abraham 
idolatry 100, 104, 325 
idols 37,96 
Ifriqiyya 389 

i‘jaz 69,111,123,275,437 
ijtihad 318, 380, 381, 388 
Ikhwan al-S afa 388 
'Ikrima 340 
Il-khanid dynasty 383 
‘ilm 282,296 
iltijdt 77, 94-5, 106 
al-'Imadl 208 
imagery 102-5,269 
imdma 373-85,387,397,399 
impeccahUity 383, 392 
imperatives 73 
‘Imran 235, 249 
incarnation, doctrine of 28 
India 6,180,182,251,356,379,386, 
395 

Indonesia 488,491-2 
infanticide 11,26 
infidels 242 

inheritance 97, 299, 302 


intellect 397 
intelligence 267 

internet 184,360,451,458,463 
Iram 338 
Iran 359,457-8 
Iraq 108, 359, 382, 386 
Isaac 6,7,44,46,100,124,235,238, 
240, 241, 257, 342, 348n 
Ishaq b.Bishr 470 
Ishaq b. Rahwayh 411 
Ishmael 7,46,96,134,236,238,241, 
342, 388 
Ishtar 226 
Iskandarmmah 261 

Islahl, Amin Ahsan 57-8, 92, 100, 103, 
104, 105 

Isma‘11 380, 388 
Isma'IlIs 377, 386-400 
branches of 386 
cosmos 387 

isndd 195, 198, 201, 324 
Israel 464 
Israelites see Moses 
Israfll 160 

Istanbul 172, 185n, 358 
istinbdt 42 5 

Ithna' ashari 5 rya see Twelver Shl'ites 
Izutsu, Toshihiko 85, 107, 266 

Jabalq 255 
Jabars 255 

Jacob 6, 7, 44, 75, 99, 100, 124, 134, 235, 
236, 238, 240, 241 249, 257-9, 260, 
348n 

Jacob of Serugh 261 
Ja'far al-Sadiq 15, 219, 351, 373, 376-7, 
380, 381, 386, 389 
idhiliyya 113 
al-Jahiz 123 

Jahm b. Safwan 425, 432n 

Jahmites 426 

Jakarta 491, 492 

Jalal al-DIn Hasan 392 

Jalal al-DIn Muhammad al-BalkhI see RumI 

Jalwatl (Celveti) order 358 

Jamal al-DIn al-AsnawI 405 

Jdmi ' al-baydn 325,414 

Jarir 381 

al-Jawallql 122, 123 
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Jeffery, Arthur 89, 121, 122, 123, 124, 
125, 126, 127, 128, 129, 131, 132, 
133, 135, 136, 137, 138, 141, 142, 
143, 144, 151, 160, 167, 169, 175, 
379,418n 
Jericho 255,343 
Jerome 263 

Jerusalem 133,155,157,183,254 
Jesus 4, 6, 7, 8, 25, 28, 31, 32, 33, 44, 46, 
48, 75, 83, 101, 111, 132, 134, 136, 
151, 164, 191, 211, 231, 234, 235, 
236, 238, 240, 242, 243, 244, 246, 
248, 256, 273, 274, 275, 285, 295, 
299, 300, 318, 338, 388, 370, 390, 
469,470,472 
Jethro 259, 348n 

Jews 6,7,8,34,37,39,42,46,131, 

133, 134, 137, 156, 164, 165, 191, 
234, 245-6,252,253,266,280, 

304, 305, 306, 328, 422, 462, 468, 

474 

jihM 214,215 

in contemporary period 318-19 
context 309-12 
meaning 308-9, 314 
jinn 43, 48, 76, 112, 136, 137, 189, 191, 
227, 242, 245, 272, 274, 291 
Job 100, 134, 235, 236, 238, 340, 348n, 
479n 

Johanan b. Dahabai, Rabbi 305 
John (apostle) 236 
John the Baptist 134 
Jonah 133,134,235,238 
Jordan 254,465 

Joseph 31, 44, 96, 99, 100, 131, 134, 

135, 234, 235, 236, 251, 282, 285, 
338, 339, 344, 346, 348n, 471, 

475 

Joshua b. Nun 255,260 
Judaism 22, 33, 37, 117, 139, 156, 158, 
211,306,319,349,418,450 
Rabbinic and war 313 
judgment, day of 27, 28, 30, 43, 141, 243, 
284 

al-Junayd 345, 352 
jurisprudence 380,413,434-47 
justice 10, 11 
al-Juwaym 123,445 
Juynboll, G. H A. 110 


Ka‘b al-Ahbar 341, 408 
Ka'ba 13, 37, 38, 46, 133, 150, 157, 163, 
250, 342, 345,410,473 
al-Kaflyajl, Muhammad b. Sulayman 
417n 

Kafka, Franz 118 
kalam 330, 424, 432n 
al-Kalbl 340, 343 
kashf 350-51,387 

al-Kashf (of aI-Tha‘IabI) 323-4,325,328, 
353,418 

pivotal text between Sunnism and ShT'ism 
334 

prominent role 323 
al-KashifI 356, 357, 358 
Kashmir 339 
khabar 82-3, 85, 86 
Khadija 38, 189, 202n, 300 
Khalaf Allah, Muhammad Ahmad 118 
Khalil Allah III 395 
Khan, Muqtedar 463 
Khariji sect 122 

Khawjah‘Abdallah al-Ansarl 354 
Khaybar, siege of 156 
al-Khidr 31, 248, 257, 259, 260, 262, 
263, 285, 342, 348n, 388, 393-4, 
479n 

Khomeini, Ayatollah 9 
Khoury, Raif 341 

al-Khu’I, al-Sayyid Abu ’1-Qasim 383 

al-Khuli, Amin 118 

Khurasan 390, 391 

al-Kindl 174 

kingship 226,227,231-2 

al-Kisa’I 347, 470, 484 

Kister,M.J. 110 

al-kitab 3, 153, 154-5, 225, 239-40 
term for revelation 237 
Kobert, R. 127,137 
Konya 363 
Kopf, L. 122, 123 
Korah 134, 251, 342, 479 
Krauss, Karl 116 
Kronholm,T 121,138 
Kubrawl school 355,357,358 
Kufa 484 

Kufan traditions 166-9 
al-Kulaynl 378,382,413 
Kurds 460 
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Laban 249,257,258,260 
al-Lalaka’I 425 
language 

natural in Qur’an 268 
revelation in own 41 
sacral 114 
symbolic of God 224 
terseness 98 
unif 3 nng element 107 
Lassner, Jacob 340 
last day 

Meccans and 151 
simile and 102-3 
Latin 6,115,125,129,263 
law 13,25,32,45,85,97,229 
family 298 
foundations of 205 
and ransom of prisoners 213 
textnal sources 122 
‘Umar as formulator of 212 
Leah 258 

Leemhuis, F. 137,138,143 
legislation 15-16 
Leipzig 184 
lesbianism 304 
letterpress editions 184 
lexicography 414 
“light verse” 30,487 
linguistic asceticism 117 
lithographs 184 
loanwords 123 

ancient borrowings 128 
contemporary borrowings 131-2 
pre-Islamic borrowings 129 
logia 199-200 
logic 106,268,279,428 
logos 128,396 

Lot 8, 101, 134, 148, 229, 241, 285, 299, 
303 

Lucknow 357 
Liiling, Gunter 141,150 
lunar calendar 29 
Luqman 79, 133, 479 
Luther, Martin 29, 111 
Luxenberg, Christoph 121, 125, 126, 128, 
130, 135, 138, 141, 150 

al-Ma'arrl 112 

Madigan, Daniel 153, 163, 169, 285, 294 


Maghreb 115, 182, 185n 
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